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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was supposed to be the best night of our lives.

      Just moments before, we crossed the backyard and entered the woods. The trees had held hands overhead, creating a cathedral. Moon beams filtered through the leaves, pine needles carpeted the land beneath our feet; everything was cast in a magical glow. I had looked around at all my friends and laughed, lifted my face to the stars above and screamed into the night, “We’re eighteen! Whoo!”

      I closed my eyes, the gentle lull of my friends’ voices a background noise that blended into the night, becoming a part of it, like the damp smell of earth and the chill that carried on the breeze. If I could have chosen one moment in my life to hit pause on and live in forever, it would have been that one. It had been perfect.

      But now I sit here watching one of my closest friends in the world bleed out on the ground before me, I don’t want to believe it. I keep telling myself that it has to be some kind of elaborate hoax, but I know that I’m telling myself a lie. Because as I stand here, looking down at her limp body, I know she’s gone.

      But I can’t stop staring at her, watching for some movement, some sign that I’m mistaken. I have to be wrong. This can’t be happening.

      I have no idea how long we stand there, frozen in shock, surrounded by the darkness. Thinking my thoughts while the scent of blood and gun powder invade my nose. The cool night air chilling my skin until I’m as cold on the outside as the inside.

      Then suddenly, I realize that there’s a persistent tugging on my arm, a voice saying, “We need to call someone. We need help.”

      Help sounds nice. But it could also be dangerous, bringing with it questions that are too hard and painful and shameful to answer. Help will want to know what happened. Help will want to know where the gun came from.

      “We can’t,” I whisper.

      And all I can think is, how did everything go so wrong? And how will I ever keep what happened here tonight a secret?
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LIZ NOW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2014

      

      

      I know what it means. I keep the smile frozen on my face, a mask of deceit, doing my best not to betray the fear flowing into my stomach in poisonous waves of acid. Looking through the glass windows of the sunroom to the pool beyond, I watch my daughter, Olivia, laugh with her friends.

      Enjoy it while it lasts. The thought comes from an unwelcomed corner of my mind, a dark little recess where I’ve erected a barricade of barbed wire and electricity between the secrets kept there and my daughter. I feel my smile falter, break for just one second, then it’s back, as strong and bright, as fake as before.

      “Wow, Liz, I would have thought you’d have known already. I mean, you two were so close in school.”

      “Honestly, I had no idea. I haven’t heard from her in years.”

      “That’s just so weird. I mean, you guys were close. Like, close, close. All four of you were, but I thought you and her especially.” Francine has found a scab and she can’t resist picking at it.

      I turn to her, making sure the smile is in my eyes, too, because that’s how you properly fake it. Francine, you overweight, troublemaking busybody. You always wanted to be one of us, but you never stood a chance. You were too annoying, and you and I both know that the only reason we’re in the same room right now is because our daughters are friends. It’s probably not the best thing to say, so I give a little laugh instead.

      “You’re right. We were close. It’s funny, you know? When you’re their age,” I nod toward the girls, “you think that’s the way it’s always going to be. Best friends forever. But then you grow up and you’re out of school, getting married, having kids, and it just gets harder and harder to keep in touch. Before you know it, suddenly your BFF is a stranger, and you hear she’s back in town from someone else.”

      This explanation seems to satisfy our third companion. Barb is an older mom. She’s sitting to my right, having a cocktail while watching her change-of-life baby splash around with my daughter.

      Barb already had kids when Francine and I were in high school. She doesn’t care about the details of our teen years. The only thing the old prune cares about right now is pickling herself with the mommy juice in her glass. I give a wistful little shrug and hope Francine takes the hint.

      “Nah, I don’t buy that.” Francine leans forward, staring at me with beady little eyes placed too closely together on her puffy, pink face. “I mean, the four of you were inseparable from, like, the first grade. Something must have happened. So, what was it?”

      I turn toward her, eyebrows raised, my nose slightly wrinkled like she’s a rotten piece of meat, and stare at this woman who seems so sure she knows about my past. Until two years ago, when I suffered the misfortune of having her move in next door, with a daughter in the same grade as my own, we had barely spoken a word. Waverly, Massachusetts, isn’t a tiny town, we’re too close to Boston for that, but with its neatly planned neighborhoods, a community so close-knit because no one ever leaves, it has a distinctive small-world feel at times. Sometimes too small.

      “Nothing happened, Francine. We grew up and we went in different directions. That’s all.”

      “Hmph. Well, I guess. If you say so.”

      Raising my margarita to my lips, I take my time, filling my mouth with tart lime juice and tequila. Setting the drink down, I watch the condensation bead up where I touched the glass, until my finger marks are erased. Then I fix the fake smile back on my face and answer.

      “I do.”

      “Do you ever hear from the other one? The one who moved to L.A. to be a star?”

      “She sends postcards from time to time.”

      “Oh, yeah? Where’d she end up?”

      I lick my lips, thinking carefully before I say, “The last one was sent from Taiwan.”

      Laughter carries over from the pool, light, airy peals from fairy bells. I look at the girls, high school freshmen just reaching the age in life when everything starts to become real. My daughter, Olivia, pushes herself up onto the edge, her golden hair catching the light, white teeth flashing like silver fish scales in the sun. Her smile is real. That, I tell myself, is all that matters.

      Turning to Barb, I ask, “How’s your drink holding out?”

      She gives me a wink, raises her glass and chugs until the contents are gone, then hands me the empty cup. “I could use a refill, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all.” Standing, I pointedly ignore Francine. “If you’ll excuse me, ladies, I’ll go make us another round.” I carry the empty glasses into the kitchen and set them on the counter. Then I check to make sure I haven’t been followed before walking down the hall. Entering my bedroom, I lock the door behind me. I leave the lights off, let myself crumple to the floor, my back leaning against the side of the bed.

      I close my eyes, and, right there, directly behind my eyelids, the memory is waiting, an image of the four of us. We were the girls that everyone knew as a unit. An inseparable foursome of friendship. Amy, Mo, Sami, and me.

      As Sami used to say, our friendship was of that magical ilk found in fairy tales and storybooks. Francine was right. We’d had that friends-’til-the-end relationship. But that end had come. Some things are best left in the past. Some secrets are meant to be forgotten.

      I reach up to the nightstand and grab the phone off its base. Sami has lived in the same split-level ranch house just a few miles away since she moved back after college a decade ago. I haven’t talked to her since she left five years before that. But I know her number. I looked it up once, after I heard she had returned.

      I dial it now by memory, my fingers pushing the buttons like they’re following a pattern they’ve pressed every single day, because in my heart, they have. The phone rings, once, twice, then the ringing stops and I hear the vibrant tones of violins in the background, the teasing, sweet, cheery notes of Vivaldi.

      “Hello?”

      After all this time, after all these years, I should probably tell her who the voice on the other end of the line is, but I know I don’t have to. What I say will tell her everything she needs to know. Taking a deep breath, I find my voice and say the two words I’d hoped I’d never have to say.

      “She’s back.”
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        * * *

      

      Sami and I met on the playground when we were four years old. My mom, as the mother of five, of which I was the youngest and the only girl, used her parental experience to sway Sami’s mom, mother of an only child, to relax her hawk’s eye and, “Let the girls play,” while they chatted.

      Sami’s mom would talk about her college days and career and what it was like having her first child at thirty-five. My mom would talk about marrying her high school sweetheart at eighteen, the wild hijinks of raising a bunch of rowdy children born over a span of twelve years, and how much easier it was now that she was older and had a little girl. While they talked, Sami and I would work on the hole we were digging to China.

      Our moms became friends, so we became friends. I’d like to think that we still would have found and chosen each other somehow, but it’s one of those what ifs that I’ll never know the answer to. Some of my earliest memories are of Sami. Some of my best memories are of her, too.
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        * * *

      

      I listen to the sounds on Sami’s end of the line. Her earring brushes against the phone. The music shuts off. She swallows hard.

      “Did you see her?”

      “No. Not yet. Someone told me.”

      “Okay. Well… thanks.”

      There’s so much I want to say. So many things I want to tell her. I have no idea where to begin, what words to use to break the silence that clots so thickly between us like spoiled milk.

      “Listen, Sami.”

      But it’s too late. I’ve waited too long, and my words are spoken to a dial tone. Pulling myself to my feet, I put the phone back on its base and take a deep breath. The fake smile back on my face, I unlock the door and head back to the kitchen to see to my guests.
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SAMI NOW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2014

      

      

      I stare at the phone, wishing I hadn’t answered it. It’s not like I didn’t know better. When it rang, I knew it had to be bad news. Nobody calls me on my landline anymore besides telemarketers. Actually, no one calls me anymore, period.

      But, at the same time, answering that call was exactly what I needed. Because hearing Liz’s voice just now? It turned on the tap, and now an endless stream of memories flow through me, making me remember what it was like when my phone did ring. A time when I was blanketed by laughter and companionship, instead of solitude and loneliness.

      There’s something about the friendships you develop when you’re younger, something that’s impossible to replicate as an adult. Maybe it’s the lack of responsibilities as a child that free you up to focus on your friends and make them your priority. Or maybe it has to do with how easy it is to trust when you’re a kid, before life has beaten you down and reality has shown you how foolish that is.

      Either way, I can’t deny that the years I was friends with Liz and Mo and Amy were the best of my life. I would do anything to go back. To have them be a part of my life again. To have our friendship the way it was.

      Only, they weren’t just friends, were they? They were part of me, and their loss has left me reeling all these years, like I’ve been missing pieces of myself. Their presence feels like the itch of a phantom limb.

      We would have done anything for each other. We did do anything for each other. Even when we shouldn’t have. Even when the consequences were deadly.
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SAMI THEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1995

      

      

      It’s the first day of high school. My mom woke me up super early because she was nervous and wanted to make sure I had plenty of time to get ready. I should probably be nervous too, but I’m not. Instead, I’m sitting on my bed, reading. Perfectly relaxed.

      The house is silent in the way that only single-kid households can be. Add another kid to the mix, and things get shaken up. Subtract the kid and the adults will talk to each other in the intimate, open way of the unobserved.

      But just one kid in the equation and you get utter, complete silence. Not always, of course, and especially not when my friends come over, but in the early morning hours before school, when most homes are in a state of chaos trying to get the kids out the door, all is peaceful here.

      Which is why I can hear my mom’s footsteps as she paces in the hall outside my bedroom. Finally, she works up the nerve to disturb the peace, tapping against the door before sticking her head into my room. “Hi, honey. All set?”

      I look up from my book. “Mm-hmm.”

      “First day of high school. It’s kind of a big deal.”

      “I guess.”

      “Are you nervous?”

      “No.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “I was terrified my first day of high school.” My mom was an only child, too. She was a shy, quiet bookworm like me, an introvert who didn’t easily open up and make friends. But I don’t have to worry about that. I already have friends—best friends.

      She sits on the edge of my bed and takes my hand, the one not holding the book. “I’m not trying to worry you. But it’s okay if you’re a little scared.”

      I smile. “I’m not, Mom. I’ve got Liz and Mo and Amy. Everything is going to be fine.”

      She gives my fingers a squeeze. “You’re right. I never had friends like that when I was growing up. You’re lucky.”

      “I know.”

      She stands. “Well, we should probably get going.”

      I look at my watch. If we leave now, I’ll be almost a half hour early. If I don’t leave now, the remnants of my mom’s nervous tension from her own adolescence will eat us both alive. Slipping the novel into my backpack, I heave the bag over my shoulder and join her at the door. “Let’s go then.”

      “Oh, gosh.” My mom looks at the time. “Do you want to stop anywhere on the way? Dunkin’s, maybe?”

      “No, that’s okay.”

      “But you’ll be so early!”

      “Mom.” I smile, doing my best to let her know that everything is all right. “It’s okay. Let’s go. It’ll be fine if I’m early.”

      I can literally see the but on her lips, the wonder and amazement. How can her daughter, so like her, be spared the agony and dread of the first day of high school? I let her keep holding my hand as we walk to the car. I wish I could tell her what it’s like, how it feels, but I don’t have the words. The closest I can come is untouchable.

      The other kids don’t have to like me. They don’t have to be nice to me. But they can’t be cruel to me, either, not without consequences, because of my friends. Because I am a member of a group with such a tight bond that our allegiance to each other is unquestionable. And everyone else is disposable.
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        * * *

      

      I have gym class first period, which is a most unfortunate thing. Who wants to get all dirty and sweaty at the beginning of the day, and then have to spend the next six periods like that? Yeah, there are a few showers in the locker room, but no one uses them.

      I don’t think girls have taken showers after gym classes since, like, the 1970s, when that movie Carrie came out. There isn’t enough time, anyway, even if you wanted to try. The three minutes coach gives us to change from our gym clothes before the bell rings results in a mad dash that produces more sweat than the class itself did.

      As if this wasn’t a bad enough way to start freshman year, all the other girls in the class are part of the It clique. The group that somehow, despite their slightly different hair colors and features, manages to look like clones of each other in their stylish clothes and overdone makeup. I’m sure that as soon as tryouts are open, they’ll all become cheerleaders with notes excusing them from participating in gym class, leaving me the only girl in a gym full of freshman boys.

      Then again, that may be a good thing. Not that I want to be alone with the boys. There are no It boys in the class, just gamers and Trekkies and booger eaters, but the way those girls are all clustered together, watching me like I’m a dying cockroach limping across the floor, well, I’m not looking forward to a year of their audience. Tugging my gym shirt over my head, I fold it and place it on the shelf for tomorrow.

      “Hey, Sam. You’re in the wrong locker room, you know that, right?”

      It takes me a couple of seconds to realize that they’re talking to me. I manage to choke out a “Huh?” and then feel my cheeks burn.

      “You’re supposed to be in the other locker room. The one next door.”

      “The boys’ locker room?”

      “Well, yeah.” Tami Potter is advancing on me, her coven of minions at her heels. “Sam.”

      “It’s Sami.”

      “It’s Sami,” she mimics in a falsetto. “Yeah, and it’s obviously a boy. I mean, there’s not even anything for that little play bra to train.”

      Her friends titter in the background. I glance down at my chest, or lack thereof.

      “That is, like, the flattest chest I’ve ever seen. There’s no way that you’re possibly a girl. So why don’t you go back to the right locker room, pervert. We’re not going to change in front of you. We’re, like, girls, with like, boobs, and I, for one, am not interested in putting on a show for some weirdo.”

      Pulling my shirt on, I grab my book bag and run from the locker room before the tears in my eyes well over. Laughter stalks behind me, chasing me down the hall as I hurry toward the English wing for my next class. A sob escapes my lips as the bell rings.

      Suddenly, I’m adrift in a sea of bodies, carried along the current. Fighting my way to the edge, I fling myself from the throng and through the classroom door. Amy is already there, saving a seat for me. The sight of her friendly face, her warm smile, is enough to break me. Tossing myself into the desk behind her, I hang my head low and wipe my tears.
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        * * *

      

      “She did what?”

      I hear Mo’s voice before I see her. Rounding the corner, I find my friends clustered by the door to the cafeteria. The guilt on Amy’s face gives her away. She’s told the others, even though she promised not to.

      But Mo hasn’t noticed me yet. She’s too busy scanning the faces among the rows of tables in the room. “Do you know if she has this lunch period?”

      “Hi, Sami.” Liz gives me the smile she always wears to awkward situations.

      Mo spins, searches my face for a moment, and then says, “That bitch is going down.”

      “Mo, don’t. Please. It’s the first day of school. I don’t want any trouble.”

      “And I’m gonna make damned sure that you aren’t given any.”

      “I can fight my own battles.”

      “Can you?”

      Her words sting me, sharp, hot pokers burning from all sides, like I’m in a hornet’s nest.

      “Sami, I’m sorry.” Mo reaches for my hand, squeezing it in her own. “It just pisses me off. I mean, it’s not fair. I know that you can take care of yourself, but it’s not a fair fight when it’s ten on one. Someone needs to teach that witch and her gaggle of flying monkeys a lesson.”

      Amy giggles. I snort. Liz asks, “Gaggle?”

      “It’s a word.”

      “I know. It’s a pretty funny word.”

      “Yeah, well it’s going to look even funnier when it’s stamped across Tami Potter’s forehead.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s seventh period. The day is almost over. I’ve been doing my best to keep a low profile. I duck into the world civilizations classroom and take a seat in the corner, under an antique-looking map. I’m turned in my seat, studying the chart behind me, fascinated by the Viking ship and the kraken drawn in the Atlantic, when I hear:

      “Oh my God, no way.”

      “For real.”

      “Really? On purpose?”

      “Well, she didn’t act like she was sorry about it. Lisa, did you hear?”

      “Hear what?”

      “Morgana Ripley turned on one of the gas burners in the chemistry lab and lit Tami Potter’s boob on fire.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Tami’s lucky her bra had so much padding.”

      “So what happened to her?”

      “Well, so, Mr. Patterson started writing Morgana up, to send her to the principal’s office and she’s, like, standing next to his desk at the front of the room and she tells Tami, like, in front of the whole class, that she just did her a huge favor because now Tami could sue her parents and use the money to buy herself a pair of tits, which would, like, definitely improve her future career as a stripper, which, like, everyone knows she’s gonna be.”

      “No way!”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “Well, Tami should have expected something like that to happen. Did you hear what she did to Sami in first period?”

      “Oh, I know, Tami totally deserved it after that.”

      “You’re just saying that because you feel Sami’s pain.”

      “Are you calling me flat?”

      “No, I’m just saying your bra would have left even more ashes behind than Tami’s.”

      “Bitch!”

      “Well, I don’t feel bad for Tami at all. It was her own stupidity. I mean, everyone knows better than to mess with one of them. They get, like, crazy. Completely insane. Or has everyone forgotten about Timmy Mitchell’s original nose?”

      “Oh, God. Who could forget that honker? If you ask me, that was the real favor. He looks so much better with the nose he has now.”

      I feel myself sink lower in my seat, trying to disappear behind the book bag on my desk. Timmy Mitchell was my fault. Tami suffered at Mo’s hands. How many other kids have been hurt over the years because they had messed with one of us, and was avenged by another?

      It doesn’t seem healthy. Correction. Setting someone on fire is just plain psycho. How did Mo even know Tami’s bra was padded? Although, now that it’s done already, and no one got hurt, I have to admit that I would’ve loved to see the look on Tami’s face as her boobs went up in smoke.
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LIZ NOW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2014

      

      

      When I step outside in the morning, and see the piece of paper slipped under my wiper blade, a tremor of unease ripples through me, though I’m not sure why. I linger on the doorstep and scan the street, searching my neighbors’ cars, but their windshields are empty. Whatever this is, it’s intended for me only. And that worries me.

      I cross the yard reluctantly, stop beside my car, and stare down at the folded white letter. I don’t want to touch it, but I can’t very well drive with it still there. Reaching forward with two fingers, I try to minimize my contact with it as I tug it free by a corner, like it’s a piece of toilet paper stuck to the bottom of my shoe.

      Snapping my wrist, the page unfurls. My hand trembles as I read the handwritten note.

      
        
        I’m back.

        

        XXO ∞

      

      

      A wave of dizziness crashes over me. I lean against the car and look around, checking to see if anyone’s around. I don’t see a soul, but I know she’s out there, watching. She must be. She’s the only one I’ve ever known to sign a note like that.

      It’s too much of a coincidence.

      Yesterday, Francine told me that Mo was back in town. Today, I get a note.

      A lump lodges in my throat. My breath catches in my chest. The grief hits just as hard as it did fifteen years ago, the memory just as raw and tender and painful as it ever was. And so is the fear.
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        * * *

      

      Sami and I met Amy and Mo at the same park that we met each other. It had become a regular thing, our moms coordinating visits to the park for playdates. They’d meet each other there several times a week. By the time Sami and I started preschool, we were joined at the hip.

      It happened maybe a week after our kindergarten class started. Sami and I were playing at the park. We had abandoned the hole to China, and were now obsessed with guarding our fort, a little wooden platform on stilts, with a ladder on one side and a slide on the other.

      I had my arms stretched across the opening above the ladder, refusing entrance to a little boy with a green slug of snot oozing out his nose, when the shouting started. My mom was the first one on her feet, the first to reach the commotion, although I think every other adult and child at the park was crowding around behind her within thirty seconds.

      “No! I don’t know you. Let. Me. Go!”

      My mom put one hand on the adult, a woman with skin so fair she appeared almost translucent, and another on the little girl’s shoulder. I recognized her from school. A quiet kid who sat in the back corner of the classroom, under the happy thought board. Looking down at my classmate, my mom asked, “Honey, do you need help?”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.” The woman’s accent was thick, foreign. “I am the girl’s nanny. I don’t think she likes me.”

      “Is that true, honey?”

      “No!”

      Sami gripped my arm, her hand clammy against my skin. I sensed her interest in our classmate and I felt an instant rush of jealousy. I was overcome with possessiveness. She was my Sami. She was even called Sami because I couldn’t say Samantha when we met.

      “Morgan, please. Come with me.”

      And then there were two. An almost exact replica of the first girl appeared at the side of the nanny. Although, as I stared at them both, studying them as they stood so close to each other, I could see small variations. One had fuller cheeks, the other a sharper nose. One wore her hair longer, the other had bangs. But besides a few minor differences, they were practically a mirror image of each other.

      The new girl tugged at the woman’s coat, stamping her little foot up and down as she said, “It’s Morg-ah-nah. Say it right!”

      I sensed that the adults were shocked, but at the time I thought it was because of the sassy little girl who dared stomp her foot and yell at a grown-up. I felt drawn to her immediately, this naughty child with attitude, and I distinctly remember thinking, Good, there’s two of them, one for me and one for Sami, like they would be our pets or something.

      I don’t remember how the situation was sorted out. I’ve been told that Amy’s dad’s girlfriend of the moment, who had brought her to the park but forgot to watch her, finally realized what was happening and came forward. That Mo’s nanny was replaced soon after. And that the two nearly identical cousins, who previously knew nothing of each other, were introduced.

      What I do remember is thinking that it was completely unfair that Sami’s girl went to school with us, and mine did not. But by the end of that school year, after enough foot stomping and wheedling, Mo’s parents took her out of the fancy private school she was in and let her start the first grade with us.

      If I knew then what I do now, would I still have pursued that little girl and made her my friend? Or would I have avoided her like the plague, pretended she didn’t exist? My head answers one way, my heart another.

      I ball up the note in my hand, shove it into my pocket as my daughter barrels out of the house toward the car. I pin a smile on my face and pretend that nothing’s wrong as I climb behind the wheel. I’m going to have to deal with this. I’m going to have to figure out what to do. What she wants. But I’m not sure I’m going to be able to give it to her.

      Because everything’s changed. I’m a mother now, and that trumps everything. Sorrow. Regret. Fear. Even friendship. Even one you thought would last forever.
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      “Did you see what Rachel Patton was wearing today?” Mo leads the way into the kitchen, tossing her book bag onto the quartz-topped island. “I mean, what the hell was that?” She shakes her onyx hair loose from its ponytail and pulls the refrigerator open.

      “I think it was some kind of onesie,” I say, dropping my bag next to Mo’s.

      Sami snorts.

      “Ha. You’re right. It was a onesie.” Mo’s muffled voice comes from inside the refrigerator. “Jeez, my stupid parents spend fifty grand on a remodel for a kitchen that never has any food in it. I’m ordering pizza.”

      Turning, she bounces off Amy, who reaches past her to pull out a carton of juice, and for an instant the two cousins reflect each other, a near mirror image. The resemblance never fails to shock me.

      “I think it’s called a romper. Or a jumpsuit.” Amy’s voice is softer than her cousin’s, more lyrical.

      “Well, whatever it’s called, she ought to be arrested, because I’m pretty sure it was criminal to make us look at it.”

      “Please.” Amy rolls her eyes. “You just wish you’d worn it first, so you’d have gotten all the attention.” The softness of her tone does little to curb the edge of its bite.

      “Excuse me? I don’t have to commit fashion crimes against humanity for that.”

      Sami squeezes between them and grabs four crystal glasses from behind a dark wood cabinet and passes them to me. I put them on the counter for Amy. The conversation ceases for a moment, Mo flashing Amy a dirty look before calling to order the pizza. It’s our new weekend ritual, flocking to Mo’s empty, oversized house where everything is extravagant and overdone.

      Not one of us would ever mention how it would be easier to go to Sami’s house, where her mother fusses over us, or my house, which is overflowing with food and boys. It seems cruel, somehow, the imbalance of things. Amy fills the glasses and puts the juice back in the fridge. Mo hangs up the phone.

      “Fifty minutes.” Her eyes narrow and she huffs out a sigh. “I forgot it was Friday.”

      She catches my expression. None of us forgets when it’s Friday. Ever. We spend all week looking forward to the weekend. Mo spends the entire week looking forward to the company.

      “Okay, so I forgot about how impossible it is to get a pizza on a Friday.” Mo grins. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get this party started.”

      We head into the living room, leaving a trail of teenage girl debris in our wake, an extravagant mess of sweatshirts, socks, and shoes. Sami and I sprawl across the ivory leather couches while Mo grabs a remote and turns on some music.

      Amy perches on the end of a cushion, stiff and self-conscious, like she’s sitting on top of an egg she’s trying not to crush. She always looks so out of place here, nowhere else but here. Watching her, I can’t help but wonder what I always wonder—if she’s bitter at being dealt the worst hand out of all of us. Amy is a member of the Van Cline lineage, like Mo. A family of super-rich romantics that give their daughters names like Charamy and Morgana, or Vivienne, like Amy’s mom.

      Only, Vivienne’s romantic notions extended beyond names to actual love. She turned her back on her family and fortune to marry the quintessential forbidden poor guy from the wrong side of the tracks. Then she died and left Amy alone with a man who was both broke and broken. A wealth like this could have been Amy’s. Instead, the only things she really has in common with her cousin are a solitary home life and her stunning features.

      Still… even though we’d never say it in front of Amy, none of us could blame her mom. Her dad is gorgeous. His name is Sonny. You can’t get much less Van Cline than that. But he’s tall and has broad shoulders and muscled arms with veins popping out, dark, dark hair and eyes the most incredible shade of green, so green that they seem inhuman, like a cat. You look at him and you think, only a cat could have eyes that green.

      A pillow bounces off my head, knocking me out of my thoughts. I retrieve it from the floor before I stick my tongue out at Mo, because the damn thing probably costs a few hundred dollars. As soon as she blinks, I launch it back at her. The atmosphere is festive, like a holiday, which for us it kind of is. Not just because it’s the weekend, though. It’s because of what we do during the weekend.
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        * * *

      

      We first discovered the little stone hut in the woods behind Mo’s house when we were eight. It was completely round, like an igloo, with rocks layered in rings to form a corbeled dome roof. It would be years before we’d have a name to put to the structure, but we were eight, we didn’t need anyone to tell us what to call it.

      To us, it was our castle, our lair, our clubhouse, our magical fortress where we were safe from harm and the disapproval of adults. Over the years, we’ve never tired of the place, seeming instead to grow even more enchanted by it.

      Last year, Mo’s parents decided that, since she was finally in high school, she didn’t need them to pay for a nanny to watch her anymore. She hadn’t really needed the supervision for years. It was the company she craved.

      Left on her own in the huge house with its cold corridors, she wasn’t our Mo anymore. She changed, became withdrawn and sullen, and we knew it wasn’t just a mood swing. It was depression.

      Not that any of us could blame her. Sure, as teenagers we think about how great it would be to not have an adult peering over our shoulders all the time, that it would be nice to be left alone, but not like that. Not the total isolation that Mo was faced with. That’s when we started spending the weekends at her place.

      Until then, we had always had slumber parties at either my house or Sami’s. None of us ever liked sleeping over at Mo’s. Hanging out and parties, yes, but something about the hollowness of the halls, the chills and drafts and noises, made it an impossible place to sleep. It was like a creepy Victorian mansion from a horror story, where the ghosts would come to collect your soul if they found you there after dark.

      But Mo needed us. She needed our warmth to cheer the place and give the empty corners life. She needed the memories of our weekend shenanigans to keep her company during the long, lonely week. So, we compromised. We spent our weekends at Mo’s. And we sleep in our little stone igloo hidden in the woods out back.
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        * * *

      

      That night, it isn’t the moonlight that wakes me, though it filters in through the cracks in the stone, a light so strong and white and pure that the entire room is cast in its glow. The forms of my sleeping friends are lit with this ghostly luminescence. I listen to the sounds outside, the soft scratching of a tree branch against the outer wall, the wind rushing through the leaves, the hoot of an owl, soft and hesitant through the bright night air. It isn’t a noise that has woken me, either.

      Sitting up, hugging my knees to my chest, I look at my friends around me. To my right, Mo is sprawled on her back, mouth open and slack, dark hair pooled in a crown over her head. Next to her, Amy is curled into a ball, her teal sleeping bag pulled up tight under her chin. On my left, Sami is on her stomach, face hidden under mounds of auburn hair.

      This is my favorite part of the weekend stretch, these early morning hours when the others are sleeping. It gives me time to reflect, to enjoy the feeling of togetherness without being distracted by words or actions. I take one last look around, tune into the soft, sleeping sighs, and take a deep breath of the sweetened air before I scoot down and settle in to go back to sleep. I know that one day, this is what I’m going to miss the most.
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      Although it’s after eleven when my husband comes home, he’s earlier than usual. I’m in the living room, sitting on the couch in the dark, thinking. David comes in and flicks the lights on.

      “Jesus Christ, Liz. You scared me half to death.”

      He stares at me with his bright, cerulean blue eyes from across the room, making no attempt to close the distance between us. It’s been years since he’s considered me worthy of that much effort.

      “What are you doing?”

      There is no concern in his tone. It’s a question of annoyance. What are you doing, sitting in the dark like some kind of weirdo? What if the neighbors see you? What would they think? Is this another one of your desperate cries for attention? Jesus, Liz, what the hell is wrong with you?

      I know he doesn’t want an answer. He just wants me to move, to leave and go to bed so he can tinker around the house until I’m asleep and it’s safe for him to join me. So I give him what he wants.

      Wordlessly, I stand and cross the room. When I pause across from him in the doorway, he flattens himself back against the wall. I am a contagious disease, and even after fifteen years of marriage, he fears infection.

      I shake my head as I continue past him. Walking down the hall, I enter the room we share, the last vestige of normalcy we maintain solely for Olivia’s sake. I hear the relief in his sigh as I’m closing the door.
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        * * *

      

      The sheets are hot beneath me, damp with sweat. My mind has been in overdrive all day. My gears are spinning so fast that I’m producing heat like a furnace. I flip my pillow over, trying to find a bit of coolness.

      The sounds David makes in the kitchen fill the darkness around me. A cabinet thudding shut, the high-suction pull of the refrigerator as it opens, a piece of stoneware clanging as it’s set on the counter. Even though I’m roasting alive, I pull the covers over my ears to help drown the sounds out.

      Olivia was already born by the time I realized that I was a million times lonelier with David right beside me than when he was away. My husband is like a vacuum. He sucks the air right out of me. Drains the oxygen right out of the room and lets the wind out of my sails. He makes my world uninhabitable. It’s a horrible feeling, knowing that you made a mistake, that you’re responsible for your own unhappiness.

      I’d like to think that there was a time when I loved David, and when he loved me, but the truth is, I’m not too sure there ever was. We were teenagers. It was easy to get caught up in each other, and I needed someone so badly after what happened, needed love and companionship and someone to chase the shadows away when the lights got turned off at night. David was there, so I clung onto him like a life preserver, which is exactly what he was, and I’ll always be grateful to him for that.

      But really, it was the baby. That’s why he’s here. That’s why we’re married. The only reason. Despite two years of dating in high school, I’m sure we would have gone our separate ways if it hadn’t been for one careless, drunken mistake.

      We’d been together two years and had always played it safe. If it hadn’t been for prom night… well, everything would have turned out differently if prom night hadn’t happened. Everything.

      I might not have my husband, but I would have my friends, instead. All of them.

      But prom night did happen, and now here I am, in a marriage where both parties are miserable, and even though I know I should just call it quits—and if I’m honest, I knew that even before Olivia was born—I’m still too scared to do it alone. Terrified, really.

      Especially now that she’s back.

      Although, I probably would have found the strength to brave life as a single mother if I’d had to. The courage to step out of the comfort of my home, to face the menial jobs that I imagine would be available to me, a high school graduate with no work experience. But I’ve never been forced to make that decision. David’s always been there for me and Olivia, and I’m grateful that he’s in our lives—even if it means making certain sacrifices.

      My daughter is my everything—my heart, my soul, my reason to wake up and breathe every morning. I would do anything for her. Even sleep beside a man who doesn’t want me.

      I’ve often wondered how Olivia would feel if I left her father. A part of me thinks that I would be setting a better example for her if I did. That I would be showing her how to be a strong, independent woman.

      The problem with that is, I’m not strong. Or independent. I never have been. I’ve always needed someone to lean on, to hold my hand during the scary parts. And now that she’s back, the scary parts are back, too.
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      “Mo?” She hurries to catch up with the other woman, her flip-flops sliding noisily across the sidewalk as she shuffles. “Morgana Ripley, is that you? Hey, Mo, wait up!”

      The woman turns toward her with an irritated expression, her lip rising in a sneer as she looks Francine up and down. Francine doesn’t notice, is too excited to have spotted the elusive socialite. “I thought it was you,” she pants, struggling to catch her breath.

      “I’m sorry. Do we know each other?”

      “It’s me. Francine. You know? From high school?”

      Her ice blue eyes narrow as she gives Francine a closer inspection. “We went to school together?”

      “Well, yeah. You, and me, and your cousin, Amy, and Sami and Liz. You’re going to think this is hilarious, but I actually live right next door to Liz now. Our daughters are besties, just like you two used to be.”

      “Is that so?” Her expression softens as she takes a step closer. “I think I do remember you now. We had that class together, didn’t we?”

      “English? We had that together sophomore and junior year. Or did you mean algebra? Or Spanish?”

      “That’s right! Wow, I haven’t seen you in forever.” Cupping a hand around Francine’s elbow, she says, “We should definitely catch up. Are you busy right now? Let me buy you a cup of coffee.”

      Francine grins so widely her eyes almost disappear behind her cheeks. “Really?”

      “Well, of course. It’s not every day I get a chance to catch up with an old friend.”

      “That would be awesome. Just wait until I tell Liz.”

      “Actually, I’d rather you didn’t.”

      Francine frowns, her lower lip jutting out with disappointment.

      “It’s just that I’ve been so busy, I haven’t had a chance to give her a call yet. You know how it is, I’m sure.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sure.”

      “I wouldn’t want her to get her feelings hurt. And it’s been so long since we’ve seen each other. I want to plan something special. Like, truly memorable. And you know what? I actually just had the best idea. Maybe you could help me plan something? A surprise for Liz?”

      “Oh my God. I’d love too!”

      She stifles a wince as Francine squeals. “Fantastic! Come on then. Let’s grab that coffee. I can’t wait to hear about what you’ve been up to all these years.”

      Francine chatters happily as they walk toward the shop on the corner, not noticing as her companion glances around them, making sure that they’re not being watched.
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      Outside, the night is cold, an arctic chill making the leaves that still cling to their branches heavy and still. You’d never know that it wasn’t summer from inside the clochán, though. The stones seem to hold the warmth of our bodies as we lounge on top of our sleeping bags, eating potato chips and cookies.

      “Daryl Halwell tried to kiss me today.” Amy makes the statement in the same nonchalant tone she would use if she were telling us about what she had for lunch.

      “What? Ew. Isn’t he the one who smells like he’s taken a bath in a vat of egg salad?” Mo asks, even though this is a fact she knows is true. “How?”

      Amy nods. “Yep. We were working on painting the same scrim today, and I guess he thought I was breathless from lust and not lack of fresh air. He walked up and stood next to me, and just stared until I looked at him and when I did, he leaned in and made this duck face and tried to peck me with his beak.”

      “Ha, are you jealous, Liz?” I can’t resist.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Wasn’t he your first kiss? You thought you had ruined him for the rest of womankind and now his heart belongs to another.”

      “Oh, you’re just gross. That so doesn’t count as my first kiss.”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      “No. For one, it was kindergarten, and two, it was nap time. I was sleeping and I woke up to his duckbill in my face. Only consensual smooches count toward a first kiss. And, if you want to talk about smell, could you please put your socks back on?”

      I look down guiltily at my feet. “What? They don’t really?”

      “Yeah, they do.” Mo waves her hand in front of her face.

      “But it’s hot in here.”

      Liz grabs her throat and makes choking noises. I roll my eyes but pull my socks back on anyway. “You better watch out, make sure Daryl isn’t around. That sounds like a duck’s mating call to me. Or are you trying to recapture his heart?”

      Liz throws her pillow at me. It bounces off my head. I catch it and, grinning, use it to prop up my feet.

      “Ugh. Now I’m going to have to burn it.” She tugs it back into her possession and gives it a tentative sniff. “Who was your first kiss?”

      “Who? Mine?”

      “Yeah.” She looks around to see if Amy or Mo will answer. “Why don’t I know this?”

      “Well, maybe I never told you. Who was yours? The real one, I mean?”

      “How can we possibly not know this about each other?” Liz asks. “I know Amy’s was Doug Kirkland, but you and Mo’s?”

      “No it wasn’t,” Amy says. “Doug was my second kiss.”

      “Then who was your first?” I ask.

      “You first.”

      “Fine,” I say, pulling myself forward onto my knees. “We’ll all take turns, but if we’re doing this, we’re doing it right. Name, place, and how old you were. Mine was that kid Joe we met at the pool the summer we were thirteen, behind the snack stand. Remember the one who was visiting his grandmother and had that crappy little homemade tattoo he’d done with pen ink or something?”

      We all nod.

      “Oh, yeah. I remember him. What was that thing of, anyway? Wasn’t it a cross?” Amy asks.

      “It was supposed to be a J. For his name.”

      “Who would have guessed that you’d go for the bad boy,” she teases.

      “Okay, then. Who was yours, Amy?”

      “Eddie Montenegro. We were waiting for the bus, in like, sixth grade, only it was the day that old lady ran the stop sign and hit it and they had to send another one out, so it was like an hour late. Well, he got bored, I guess, so he kissed me.”

      “He was cute. Whatever happened to him?”

      “His parents got divorced and he moved to another state. What about you, Liz? Who was yours?”

      Her cheeks redden. She stares down at her hands, spinning the bracelet around her wrist.

      “Come on, Liz,” I prod.

      She raises her eyes slowly, reluctantly, to meet my mine. Her voice is soft as she says, “Mine was that guy Joe, too.”

      “What?” I hope they can’t tell the genuine upset behind my shriek. “Was it the day that little kid crapped in the pool, and we had to wait three hours until the chemical shock wore off so we could go back in?”

      “Yeah, how’d you know?”

      “Because when he kissed me he tasted like that vanilla lip gloss you always used to wear, and I remember wondering if he had put on some kind of ChapStick or something.”

      “So he kissed me first, then.” She smirks. “I guess that made me his first choice.”

      “Or his practice,” I say.

      Amy and Mo are snickering.

      I round on them, half snarling. “Who was yours, Mo?”

      The smile drops from her face. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Come on, Mo. It’s only fair. Spill.” Liz leans toward her like she’s preparing to hear something juicy. Mo remains stone-faced.

      “Wasn’t it Danny Tremont?” Amy asks.

      “Yes.”

      “No it wasn’t.” Liz shakes her head, trying to clear the confusion. “Danny kissed you, you didn’t kiss him back, and that wasn’t until eighth grade. By then Gil Tuckerman and Ron Smith had thrown kisses at you already. So who was it? What are you hiding?”

      Mo looks like she’s been burned by Liz’s words. The color is gone from her face. “I’m not hiding anything. I just don’t want to do this. It’s private.” She stands and walks out of the hut leaving us staring, open-mouthed, behind her.
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      I gape in horror at the TV. A moment ago, I’d been passing through the living room with a hamper of dirty laundry, wondering how I was going to get the marinara sauce stain out of Olivia’s favorite wool sweater, when I happened to glance at the screen on my way by. What I saw froze me in place, the clothes slipping from my grasp and tumbling to the floor.

      I’d caught the broadcast in the middle, missing the newscaster’s lead-in to the story, but I didn’t need her to tell me the details to know what was going on. I’d recognize those ornate iron gates anywhere, penning in the small-scale replica of the Fountain of Trevi in front of the towering house. Ripley Manor.

      And the uniformed police officers milling about with people in white disposable suits behind a line of crime scene tape can only mean one thing. They’ve found the body.

      Is this why she’s back?

      I sink onto the couch, legs suddenly weak and numb. Raising my fist to my mouth, I bite my knuckles to keep from screaming. I always knew there was a chance this could happen. But I never believed it would.

      We were the only ones who knew where our secret was buried. She was never supposed to let the house be sold. So what changed?

      The note I found under my windshield wiper flashes to mind. It had to have been from her. But why? What’s she up to? Maybe she’s lost it.

      But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe the body was discovered by accident. She has just as much to lose as the rest of us. But as an image of my daughter’s face pops into my mind, I realize she doesn’t, not really. I have the most to lose. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to give it up.

      The story ends and I grab the remote, intending to see if I can’t use the rewind function, watch it from the start to see if I’d missed anything important, when I notice the time. Olivia’s just about to get out of school. If I hurry, I can make it in time to pick her up.

      I have a ton of chores left to do, errands to run, and though I’d usually just let her take the bus instead of dragging her along with me, I can’t stomach the thought of it, my daughter coming home to an empty house. Being left alone for hours. Not today. Not while she’s out there, somewhere, up to God knows what.

      My mind is made in an instant. I hop up, run to the kitchen to grab my phone and my purse, fire off a quick text to Olivia to let her know I’ll be picking her up. I know I won’t be able to keep an eye on her indefinitely, but I’ll worry about that later. Right now, I need to see my daughter. I need to keep her close.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia is late. I push the cart across the parking lot, load the groceries into the back of the Subaru, return the cart, and she still isn’t here. It’s always a shock, how I can roam the aisles of the grocery store, and conquer the checkout line, in less time than it takes her to pick out a new nail polish at the adjacent beauty store.

      Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that I don’t remember the agony of finding just the right shade to paint fourteen-year-old fingernails, because I do. It’s just that it never fails to amaze me how long the process actually takes.

      I’d been reluctant to let her out of my sight, wanting to keep her beside me while I did the shopping, but when she’d begged off, asking to go next door instead, I couldn’t think of a valid reason why she couldn’t. I don’t want her to know that anything’s wrong. I can’t give her cause to worry, and she was already suspicious when I picked her up from school. Besides, what’s going to happen in broad daylight in a busy shopping center?

      I slide behind the wheel, turn the key halfway so the radio plays, searching until I find a decent station, trying to distract myself. I need to stay calm. Relax. Closing my eyes, I lean my head back and focus on my breathing, letting the deep in and out release some of the tension from my muscles.

      The song stops and a series of ads begins. Listening to commercials for investment products and pharmaceuticals makes me antsy. Even worse is when the DJ comes on and reminds me that I’m listening to an oldies station. Since when is Green Day an oldie? Switching the radio off, I send a text to my daughter.

      
        
        Where are you?

      

      

      I press my back deep into the leather seat, absorbing the warmth that’s left. The heat feels good. Summer is a luxury in Massachusetts, and I’m always happy when our shortest season lingers, pushing fall back. But while I love the summer sun, that sun is currently frying my groceries. I think of the chicken I bought for dinner turning fetid. Come on, Olivia, hurry it up or your stomach will face the wrath of mamma’s chicken surprise.

      It’s funny, but it’s not. I’m tired of waiting. She hasn’t replied to my text yet and I’m starting to do the mom thing and worry, only this time it’s a normal mom reaction, not a helicopter-mom-with-dirty-dark-secrets-that-may-be-exposed-any-minute irrational fear.

      I stare out the windshield, debating. A greasy-looking man walks by, scanning the parking lot with hungry eyes before he gets into his vehicle. Everything about him is suspicious, from his appearance, to the way he seems to be casing the area, to his sketchy old van with the tin-foiled windows.

      As I watch him drive off, I wonder how much a blonde, American teen goes for on the black market now. My feet are out of the car and on the pavement before I have the chance to think of an answer.

      I’ve worked myself up into a snit. I know I’m blowing this out of proportion, but it doesn’t matter because I need to find my daughter. Now. I need to see her and make sure she’s all right.

      Storming across the parking lot, I try to calm myself, so I don’t come down too hard on her. She doesn’t really deserve it. It’s not her fault I’m so on edge.

      It’s that damn letter.

      And all that it entails. Being forced to play a dangerous game I have no interest in, with a playmate I’d rather avoid.

      I’m halfway across the lot when I spot Olivia standing outside of the beauty supply store, talking to a woman who has her back to me. See, I think. It would be rude of her to be looking at her phone while in the middle of a conversation with an adult. You raised her right.

      Then my feet plant to the ground so suddenly that I almost lose my balance, my upper-half lurching forward. It takes me a moment to recover. It takes me another for my thoughts to catch up to my brain. Something about the way the lady just tossed her hair. The manner in which she holds herself, the way her weight is balanced on her feet. I’d recognize the body language anywhere.

      It’s her.

      Of course she would recognize Olivia as my daughter. She looks like a taller version of me, from the blonde hair to the smile, the shape of the face to the set of her shoulders. And, yet, I suspect it wasn’t Olivia’s similarities to me that caught her attention and made her take notice.

      I’m overcome with the urge to run forward, to defend my cub with all the wrath that a momma tiger can muster. But as I watch my daughter smile and nod, raising her hand in the half wave thing she does whenever she says goodbye to someone, I realize I shouldn’t play my hand. Not yet. Olivia’s safe, for now.

      She steps off the curb, heading toward me. Turning, I rush back to the car, get in the driver’s seat, my sweaty hands clutching the steering wheel. I can’t think about what this means right now. I can’t question my daughter too much or she’ll get suspicious. All I can do is focus on getting us home safely. And then on keeping us safe.
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        * * *

      

      I have been too comfortable for too long, which is funny, because I haven’t been comfortable at all. I live my life feeling like I’m stuck in a damp bathing suit, sandy and crusty, with seams digging too deep into flesh that’s a little too clammy and cold and soft, afraid to sit on the furniture and get things wet. Maybe I should have surrounded myself with searing hot sand to burn my feet every time I stepped off the towel, too.

      Because now I feel blindsided. I’ve been caught off guard. She was alone with my child.

      When I asked Olivia what kept her so long, she told me she’d been stopped by a nice lady who asked if I was her mother. Someone who said she was my friend growing up. Someone whose name she failed to get, but who now knows my daughter’s name and the street that we live on.

      Although, judging from the letter, she already knew where I lived. And it’s dumb denial to think she doesn’t know whatever else she wants to about me and my life. She has enough money, she could easily hire a team of private investigators to dig up all the dirt in my life.

      But still, I feel that as a parent, in general, I have failed. My daughter flunked the stranger-danger test.

      Later, after dinner, when Olivia’s tucked safely away in her room trying out her new nail polish, I google the name. Morgana Ripley. It’s odd how easy it is. To think, all these years, all the questions that skulked over my shoulder like an angry storm cloud, and I could have been keeping tabs on her the whole time.

      I still have no idea why she’s back. Or what her intentions are. But it can’t be good. That whole family was trouble.
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      I race across the front yard and around the side, knowing I must be the last one to arrive. Pausing on the step, I catch my breath. Wipe the sweat from my upper lip, run a hand over my hair, and straighten my shirt before yanking the door open and flinging myself inside the kitchen.

      All eyes are on me as I drop my backpack on the floor and punch both fists in the air. “I got an A!”

      I round the table, throw my arms around Sami and give her a big kiss on the cheek, popping my lips with a noisy smack. “I didn’t think I stood a chance on that stupid, boring history test. Thank you, thank you, thank you for all your help!”

      Sami ducks away, pulls her sleeve down over her fist and uses it to wipe her face. “Gross. Do you kiss David with all that gunk on your lips?”

      Heat flares in my cheeks as I sneak a peek at Amy’s dad, Sonny, to see if he’s listening as he pulls a tray of pizza rolls from the oven.

      Mo snorts, laughing as she says, “Nah. His mommy hasn’t signed the permission slip for that yet.”

      Sonny plates the snack and brings it over. Sets it on the table, then pauses beside me, gives me a wink and a grin as he says, “Well, it’s his loss.”

      Amy scowls at him, trying to banish him from the kitchen, but he doesn’t take the hint, instead pulling a chair out to sit with us. “Dad. Don’t you have something else you could be doing right now?”

      “Yeah, but why would I choose housework over such gorgeous company? The laundry can wait.”

      She huffs and rolls her eyes.

      Mo grabs a pizza roll from the plate, squeezes some of the filling out the top and blows on it. “Hey, Sonny. Did you see last night’s episode of Madness and Mayhem?”

      Sometimes she’s such a show-off. Just because the rest of us aren’t allowed to stay up late enough to see it—and probably wouldn’t be allowed to watch the raunchy sketch comedy show even if we were—she has to rub it in and make the rest of us look like little kids.

      “Nope. Had a hot date and I missed it. Was it any good?”

      Mo launches into a recap. Usually I’m on the edge of my seat because the skits sound hilarious, especially the way Mo tells them, but this time I’m not even listening. Because Amy’s face is starting to turn strange colors, first pink, then fuchsia, then red. It’s obvious she’s super pissed and getting ready to blow.

      I don’t know why Amy hates having her dad around so much. Or why she doesn’t realize how lucky she is that he’s so cool. He’s so much more laid back than the rest of our parents. It’s almost like he’s one of us.

      “That sounds like it was a riot, I’m sorry I missed that one.” He smiles around the table. When his gaze reaches Amy, it falters. “Well,” he claps his hands together and stands. “I’m going to stop distracting you ladies and let you get to it. I’ll be in the dungeon doing laundry if anyone needs me.”

      As soon as the sound of his boots clomping down the basement stairs fades, Amy releases an epic sigh. “I wish you guys wouldn’t encourage him so much.”

      “What do you mean?” Mo asks. “What’d we do wrong? We were just talking.”

      “Just because you’re desperate for attention doesn’t mean you have to chat up my dad to try and get him to hang around. It’s pathetic.”

      Mo falls instantly silent. Her eyes narrow and her jaw hardens.

      I exchange looks with Sami. She reaches for my hand under the table and holds it tightly. In my head, I’m yelling for Sonny, shouting for him to return.

      “Why would you say that?” Mo asks.

      “Because it’s true.” Amy blinks. Any anger in her expression has vanished. She leans her head against Mo’s, gathers her in a one-armed hug. “Don’t be so sensitive. I’m only trying to help. We’re family. You know I love you.”

      Beside me, Sami breathes a sigh of relief. Whatever storm was gathering has already passed, if it was ever actually there at all. Mo was probably just overreacting, anyways. As Amy always reminds us, she has a habit of doing that. And we’d never actually do anything to hurt each other. Not ever.
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      I walk around the house, turning off lights, checking doors to make sure they’re locked, carrying stray dishes to the sink—making the mom rounds, my nightly bedtime routine. Turning off the hall light, I stare down the darkened corridor for several seconds, and then sit at the desk in the corner of the living room.

      Moonlight filters through the blinds, casting stripes across me. I bask in the glow for a moment, imagining my skin absorbing something vital, like vitamin D from the sun. Opening my laptop, I wake it from its sleep and click the icon in the corner of the screen, my other nightly ritual. The site loads quickly. My eyes scan for the dot on the webpage. It isn’t there.

      I fight to swallow, my mouth dry, my throat tight, my heart pounding against the walls of my chest. My gallbladder gurgles as it spits bile. I know I shouldn’t panic, not yet, not when the answer is so close at hand.

      Clicking the image to zoom out on the map, I watch, but the results don’t change. The worst possible scenarios race through my head as I stand. My legs feel weak, my feet heavy, my head light. Walking down the hallway, I stand before the door to my daughter’s bedroom, hand resting on the knob. Taking a deep breath, I brace myself for what I may or may not find and push the door open.

      A bundled cocoon lays in the bed. I release the breath I had unknowingly held hostage, my veins filled with equal parts blood and relief. My daughter is here, asleep. Spotting the black rectangle on her pillow, I creep across the room. I’m reaching for it when her eyes open.

      “Mom?”

      “Hey, sweetie. Go back to sleep.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Putting your phone on the charger.”

      “What evs.”

      She lets me lift the phone from her pillow, watches as I connect it to the charging cord that lays draped across her nightstand, then rolls over to go back to sleep. I fight the urge to kiss the top of her head, which would earn me another demerit in the clingy mom book, so I imagine it instead.

      Shutting my laptop down, I retreat to my bedroom feeling both relieved and cross. What evs. I hate the way kids shorten everything these days, as if even one extra syllable is too much effort. I want to blame texting, but the truth is, it probably started with my generation, when pagers found their way into every teenager’s hand.

      It was amazing how a device could have such a drastic makeover in terms of use, no longer just for doctors and drug dealers, but morphing into a way in which parents could keep tabs on their kids and teens could send each other abbreviated messages. If you were where you were supposed to be, you could return you parents’ call when they paged you within five minutes. Caller ID would confirm you were calling from the right house.

      My own parents had bought me a beeper but rarely used the ploy to keep tabs on me. Then again, I was always where I was supposed to be when they knew I was gone. It was when I was supposed to be in bed, asleep, that my parents had lost control of their daughter.

      I wasn’t going to make the same mistake. I would use every technological advance available to help me keep watch over my kid, even if it meant stalking her using the GPS locator on her phone. Perhaps if my parents had done the same… but I know that it’s no use dwelling on what ifs.

      Even if I had the opportunity to go back in time and change things, I wouldn’t. Because despite all the difficulties that surrounded what happened to me, I got something amazing out of it.

      The real surprise is that my parents made the effort to buy me a pager in the first place. I was the youngest of five, the only girl. The only one not in constant need of new cleats or new skates or new gear for whatever sport was in season. The only one who didn’t just hear the mumbled voices of our parents late at night, when we were supposed to be sleeping, discussing the dire situation of their finances, but who actually listened, who heard every word and knew what it meant and did my best not to add to the problem.

      When Mo and Sami started horseback riding lessons in the third grade, I pretended not to like horses and made stuff with Amy out of glue and glitter instead. Billabong jackets, Ugg boots, CDs—there was an endless list of items I pretended not to like to spare my parents the worry of trying to find a way to afford buying them for me. I didn’t really mind, not really, and it made me feel good to know that Amy wasn’t the only one going without.

      It wasn’t until I was grown that I discovered the resentment that had built up from all that sacrifice. That my self-imposed martyrdom had decimated my sense of self-worth. Of course, by that time I was in a loveless marriage, caring for a baby, so I didn’t have much need for it anyway. Except that maybe, if I had a little more confidence in myself, I would have spoken up and talked to David about his infidelities before the situation became what it currently is. But then again, maybe not.

      Who knows? I’ve never liked confrontation. I’ve always chosen to take the easy way out. Always opted for the path of least resistance.

      Pulling the blankets back, I get into bed. I lean across David’s side and tap on the light that sits on his nightstand, so he’ll be able to see when he finally gets home. It’s the last thing I do every night. Snuggling down under the covers, my day is finally over.

      I wonder if my mom had any hopes and dreams for me. I suppose she must have, most moms do, to some extent, but mine never shared hers with me. Maybe she somehow knew that I’d blow my future at a young age. But it didn’t have to be that way. One bad decision doesn’t have to ruin your life, as long as you learn from it and stop making terrible choices.

      My hope for my daughter is that she lives her life free. That she isn’t forced to plan every step of every day in advance to make sure she makes it through. That she doesn’t have to constantly look over her shoulder, checking to make sure that she’s staying ahead of the dark cloud that follows at her heels.

      Actually, my dream for her is that she never has a secret so big and bad that it follows her around through the years of her life, an albatross she has no choice but to wear around her neck. I fall asleep wondering what it would feel like not to know the burden of that weight. Or even just to have it removed.

    

  







            TWELVE

          

          

      

    

    






LIZ THEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1997

      

      

      Forcing myself forward, one step and then another, I focus on my breathing. Watching my friends’ backs as they skip ahead of me with barely contained excitement helps a little, but not much. There’s more adrenaline throbbing through my veins than blood. I’m already damp with sweat. Drawing a shaky breath, I try to distract myself.

      Sometimes, when Mo walks, there’s the tinniest little hitch to her step. Just the hint of a limp, a whisper left from when she broke her leg skiing years ago. I don’t think anyone else would ever pick up on it, but I do.

      When I notice it, like I do now, I can’t help but wonder if it still causes her any pain. She never says anything about it, but I’m not so sure she would. Mo’s not the type to display any weakness, even among her best friends. On occasions like tonight, I wish I had that luxury.

      They’ve reached the first line already and are beckoning for me to catch up. I break into a jog, running past a vampire and a ghoul wearing a Scream mask. A chainsaw jumps to life right behind me, the sound ripping through air that quickly becomes thick with the stench of gasoline.

      My stop isn’t as coordinated as I’d like. I jostle into my friends, bumping them into the crowd ahead of them. A witch my mom’s age turns and gives us a disapproving stink eye, which sets the others giggling. I try to join them, but my heart isn’t in it. My fake laugh is too loud.

      October is here, bringing with it jewel-toned leaves, shorter days, and all of the Halloween festivities I’d rather not attend. Yes, it’s true. It’s impossible to keep secret, so why not embrace it? I am a coward.

      I’m not the girl you hear screaming for attention or to be cute. I’m the one drenched in sweat trying to catch her breath between scares so that I don’t pass out. Looking down, I realize that I’ve got Amy’s arm clenched in the death grip of my fist. I release her and she rubs the spot like I’ve caused a bruise.

      “It’s not going to be that scary,” she tells me, a small smile nearly hidden by her zombie makeup.

      “It better be. We didn’t drive all the way the hell out here for nothing.” Mo adjusts the drape of her Little Red Riding Hood outfit, looking around to see if anyone has noticed her yet. “It better be frickin’ terrifying.”

      This year, instead of the local haunted hayrides and corn mazes we usually go to, we’ve driven an hour and a half to attend a huge Halloween Night of Horror. I had known it was coming. This and traffic circles are the only two things that made me dread getting a driver’s license.

      “Maybe I’ll just sit this one out.” Looking around, I locate the closest food booth. “I’m going to grab some fries. I’ll meet you over there when you get out.”

      “What? No.” Mo crosses her arms across her chest, accentuating what’s revealed by the low neckline for the group of guys in line behind us.

      “Yeah, if I have to go, you do, too.” Amy hooks her arm through mine.

      Only Sami seems to get it. “You guys can’t make her go. If she doesn’t want to, she doesn’t have to.”

      Mo looks at me, and I know she’s judging the Joan of Arc costume I have on instead of the sexy Alice in Wonderland dress she wanted me to wear. “I don’t understand why you’re acting like such a baby. It’s just a haunted house.”

      “Not everyone is fearless like you, Mo. Some people get scared, and if Liz is one of them, you shouldn’t try to make her go. I’ll stay out here with her.” Sami tosses one long auburn braid over the shoulders of her Anne of Green Gables smock.

      “I’m not fearless,” Mo whispers.

      I can’t think of a single time when Mo was afraid of anything. I remember in the fourth grade when we had chorus, and the teacher wanted to hear everyone sing on their own. Amy is shy, but she’s always loved to sing. Even standing at the front of the room, all by herself, she managed to croon the melody in a voice that made the teacher swoon.

      I went up there and carried a tune. When it was Sami’s turn, she started sweating. I could feel the heat radiating off her as she turned a deep shade of tomato red with all those eyes staring at her. She didn’t even go to the front, just stayed where she was on the carpeted semicircle of stairs and mouthed the words to the song. The teacher threw her hands up, and then turned to Mo.

      “I’d rather not.”

      “Morgana, that’s why you’re here. It’s part of the class.”

      “I can’t sing,” Mo said.

      “Just try your best,” the teacher prodded.

      “Okay, but you won’t like it.”

      Mo belted out the song as loud as she could, off-key and out of tune. When she was finished, she looked at the teacher, waiting for a response.

      “Well, I guess the resemblance between you and Amy ends at appearances, dear.”

      Mo spent the rest of the semester shouting whatever song we were given, making sure the monstrosity of her singing drowned out everyone else. You’d have to be fearless to do something like that.

      “Yeah, right, you’re totally fearless.”

      “I’m not fearless,” Mo says again, her face pale beneath its many layers of makeup. “I’m just not afraid of any of this silly pretend crap that’s supposed to be scary.”

      “Then what are you afraid of?”

      “Life.”

      It’s one of those moments that changes the way you look at someone. I don’t know how to respond. None of us do. The way she said the word, the look in her eyes, her serious expression, I can feel it searing into my memory like a cattle brand.

      Sami is the one to break the tension. “Ugh, I know. I hate that game. I’m afraid that if I have to sit around that stupid board one more time, I’ll puke all over those little pink peg kids.”

      It isn’t funny, but we all laugh anyways as we moved forward, closer to the gaping black clown’s mouth that gives entrance to the haunted house before us. It’s our turn. An evil joker hands us 3D glasses to put on. Stepping through, over the jagged plywood teeth into the dark beyond, I feel a hand close over my own, enveloping it in a tight grip. It’s Mo’s.
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      Seven haunted houses, one hundred scare actors roaming the lanes of the midway trying to give spooks, and two servings of greasy fair food later, we stumble across the rutted grass field that served as a parking lot back to the car. I survived it all. Do I feel stronger?

      Not really. Just more worn down and tired, like I’ve lost the battle and become more compliant.

      Driving home, my hands clench the wheel and I hunch forward, staring through the darkness for unseen hazards. When I check my rearview mirror, I can’t help but let my glance linger over Mo and Sami, their heads leaning against each other as they sleep in the back seat.

      “That was kind of fun, right?”

      My eyes dart beside me to Amy, then back to the road.

      “I guess.”

      “Didn’t you enjoy it at all?”

      “I did when you screamed in the doll house and decked that guy for scaring you.”

      “I didn’t mean… I wouldn’t have… It was just a gut reaction, an accident. I couldn’t help it.”

      I take another peek at Amy, her cheeks now pink, eyes shining. “I’m just teasing you. I know you wouldn’t. Not like…” I swallow the name and let the sentence fade, unfinished, into the surrounding night. Several minutes pass as we both battle our own thoughts.

      “Sometimes, I worry.” Amy’s confession rips through the silence that drapes between us.

      “Yeah.” I shift my weight, trying to get comfortable behind the wheel. “Me too.”
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      The words snag my attention as I’m driving Olivia home from volleyball practice. After seeing the news report yesterday, I was waiting for this to happen. The other shoe to drop. I just never expected it to happen so quickly.

      I pull into our driveway and put the car in park, my body working on autopilot. Olivia hops out and grabs her bag out of the car. I hit the button clipped to my visor, watch the garage door rise to let her into the house, then turn the radio up and listen.

      It’s started. It won’t be long now. This careful existence I’ve created is at risk of crashing down.

      Pulling myself out of the car, I find that my legs are weak. They wobble when I try to use them. I take a moment, balancing myself against the door, ordering my steps. Fix dinner, help with homework, watch some TV with my daughter, send her to bed, then large quantities of alcohol and some deep thinking for me.

      I can still salvage this. It’s not too late. I just need to come up with a plan. Fast.

      Feeling slightly calmer, I slam the door shut and turn. Right into Francine’s trap. She’s watering the hedge of shrubs that runs along the property line between our two houses. I wish the damned things would hurry up and grow taller. I put my fake smile on and wave, trying to portray the image of a rushed mom with no time to stop and chat, just go, go, go. She doesn’t buy it.

      “So, Liz, did you hear?” Her voice is low and secretive, like she’s got some juicy gossip.

      “Hear what?”

      “Your old friend, Morgana Ripley? The one we were talking about the other day?”

      I nod, smile stretched tight. “Actually, Francine, I’m super short on time right now. Would you mind if we talked later?” Or, given that she obviously still hasn’t gotten over the obsession she had over Mo when we were younger, never. She’s one person I have no desire to discuss.

      “Well, sure. I guess. I just thought you should know that she sold that gaudy old mansion she grew up in. And the new owners decided to have some work done.” Francine stops, looking at me. It appears that she’s waiting for me to comment.

      “I’m not surprised. It’s been empty for a long time.”

      She grins and continues. “Well, apparently they were doing some construction, something in the woods out back, and…” She looks from side to side, making sure no one else is within earshot. “And they found a body!”

      “A body!” I do my best to sound surprised. “Like, a dead person?”

      “Yep. Bones.”

      “Oh.” Now I try to sound disappointed. “Those woods were full of ruins, old houses and stuff. They probably just dug up some poor pilgrim.”

      “Nope. My friend CeCe says they’ve got forensics people over there right now. She says they’ve been there for days already.”

      “That’s probably just routine. I bet they have to do that anytime they find human remains.”

      “Nope. It was definitely murder.”

      I bite my tongue to stop from saying that the report I just heard on the radio said investigators believed it was a homicide. Believed. They don’t know for sure. Not yet.

      “And whatever they found, it’s recent enough that the killer is probably still out there, like, still alive. They have specialists that can tell things like that. They have specialists for all of it now. It’s gotta be near impossible to get away with something like that today, once the cops find out it’s been done.”

      Her words echo in my head.

      “Well, that makes me feel safer. Thanks, Francine. I’ve got to go start dinner. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      She keeps squawking like a crow as I walk away. I can still hear her faintly after I’ve shut the door. But the only words in my head are the ones she’s already said.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I’m still awake, pacing, stalking the halls as quietly as I can while Olivia sleeps, when David gets home. He looks surprised when he sees me, surprised and guilty. I know he can tell something is wrong by my expression. I see the fear flicker behind his clear blue eyes.

      “Liz. Honey.”

      The word sounds weird to both of us, so uncomfortable coming out of his mouth and so foreign to my ears that we both stop for a minute and just stare at each other. Then I shake my head, clearing my thoughts and getting myself back on track.

      “David, I need you to stay here and take care of Olivia tonight.” It seems ridiculous to say this. I know she’s old enough to be left alone, but I really don’t want her to be, especially not now.

      “Why? Where are you going?”

      “Out.”

      “Out where?”

      “Just out.”

      “Liz, you seem upset. You probably shouldn’t be driving.” He raises a hand toward my shoulder. His fingertips hover mere inches from my body as he realizes what he’s almost done. His palm smacks against his thigh as it drops.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Why don’t you let me drive you?”

      I give him a look, eyebrows raised, lips quirked in a snarky smile, and hope it says what I’m thinking. What? You want to stand up and be my husband now? You’ve suddenly decided you want to take care of me?

      “That’s not necessary.” I squeeze past him in the hallway.

      “Liz, what’s the big deal? Let me take you.”

      But I don’t want to be in a car with him right now. I don’t want him to know where I’m going. Maybe things aren’t great between us, but we’ve been together a long time. The more time we spend in each other’s company, the more likely it is that he’ll know that something isn’t just wrong. It’s catastrophic.

      I don’t respond, simply slip out the front door, closing it softly behind me.
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        * * *

      

      The windows fog as I drive. I’m so hot and flushed with tension that I feel a fine vapor rising off my skin. Between that and the electrical pulses of energy from my nerves, it’s a wonder that I haven’t short circuited or electrocuted myself.

      My nerves jangle as I pull into the driveway and park behind a dark sedan. A single light is on in the house before me. It’s strange. All these years and I’ve never been here before.

      Opening the door, I step out onto the cracked drive, weeds squeezing through the fractures etched in the pale concrete, collecting dew in the dark. Grass grows over the edges. There’s no landscaping besides a lonely sapling in the middle of the yard and a pot by the front steps, a withered plant skeleton peaking over the top.

      My fist shakes as I knock on the door. I imagine her inside, her head tilting as she hears the sound, shuffling to the door in her socks. That used to drive her mom crazy. She would always wear her socks. No slippers, no bare feet, just socks, ingraining permanent dirt stains on the bottoms that her mom could never bleach out.

      What if she’s expecting someone? What if she’s not alone? What if she takes one look at me, and slams the door in my face?

      But then there she is, standing before me. Sami. She looks surprised to see me, but also a little relieved, like maybe she was hoping I’d come. Before I can stop myself, I throw my arms around her. We stand, embracing, in the open doorway, light from inside casting our mingled shadows across the hood of her car.

      Pulling back, I keep a firm grip on her upper arm with one hand. I tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear with the other, the light catching on a few fine silver filaments woven among the auburn. I’ve always loved her hair.

      “What the hell is she doing?” Sami asks, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “I wish I knew.”

      She takes my hand and leads me inside, closing the door behind us. The décor is everything I would expect it to be. Oriental dragons, Mayan calendars, Viking ships, ancient Egyptian ornaments, an amalgam of cultures and ethnicities. Sami’s always loved history, always been fascinated by ancient cultures.

      She shows me to the living room, where the couch is deep, soft-cushioned, black leather. I sink in and it instantly conforms to my body, like it has always been my spot. We sit facing each other, knees touching.

      “Do you think this is it, then? The beginning of the end?” I ask her.

      She shakes her head, slowly at first, but it gains speed as her conviction grows. “No. I don’t.”

      “But how? What can we do?”

      She looks hard into my eyes, making sure that we’re on the same page. “We stick together. You and me. No matter what happens. We go on living our lives as normal, we pretend that nothing’s wrong, because nothing is wrong. Yet. Maybe nothing will ever come of it. But if something does happen, we don’t know anything. If it comes down to it, it’s our word against hers.”

      Then she smiles and leans against my shoulder. I lean against hers. We hold hands, drawing strength from the other. If only it were really that easy.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to the sound of my phone buzzing. Rolling over, I prop myself up and spread my hand over the sheets, searching for the cell. Sami yawns and flops onto her stomach. My fingers close around the phone, and I swipe the screen to answer, padding into the kitchen to see if I can’t figure out where things are to start some coffee. Sami and I got drunk and caught up on fifteen years last night. It’s going to be a rough morning.

      “Hello?” The sound of my voice sounds foreign. It’s raspy from the drinking, but it also sounds younger, more girlish.

      “Uh, hi. You didn’t come home last night.”

      Peeking through a slat in the blinds I can see the gray light of early dawn. “I guess I didn’t.”

      “Listen, Liz…”

      “Everything’s fine, David. Tell Olivia that I forgot that I had to take your mother to an early doctor’s appointment this morning. Set out some cereal, give her a few dollars to buy lunch, and I’ll be home before she gets back from school this afternoon.”

      “Okay. So, you are coming home? That’s good.”

      “Uh-huh. If you can, try to make it home for dinner tonight.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m having an old friend over.”

      “Why do I have to be there if it’s your friend?”

      “Because it’s Sami, David. She used to be your friend, too. Or do you not remember?”

      The silence on the other end of the line stretches so long that I’m sure the call has dropped. I’m getting ready to hang up by the time he responds.

      “Sami? You mean, like, from high school?”

      “That’s exactly who I mean. So, will you be there or not?”

      I hear the gulp of air he always takes when he’s preparing himself to say something I don’t want to hear. I wonder what kind of lame excuse he’s going to offer. But instead, he surprises me.

      “Yeah.” He sounds reluctant, subdued. Swallowing loudly, he says, “I’ll be there.”

      “Good. We still eat dinner at six thirty. Just in case you forgot. I know it’s been a while.”

      I hang up because I have nothing more to say. I feel powerful, like I’m taking life by the wheel and steering it where I want it to go. I feel confident, like I’m finally in control. I feel terrified, like I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing. Probably because I don’t.
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      It’s Friday, and everyone has something to do except me. Amy has a drama club meeting. She keeps trying to get me to join, saying that I could add authenticity to their set designs, but the idea of being stuck in a room full of big personalities competing with each other sounds like a nightmare to me.

      Not that Amy is like that. People can’t help but notice her. She’s just so striking. But still, totally not my thing.

      Liz has to stop by her house to meet the girl one of her brothers brought home from college. She’s basically providing moral support for her mom, who thinks the girl may be the one, even though the last two weren’t, and for her brother, who needs Liz to help take their mom’s focus off the girl. It’s the kind of intricate dance around feelings and boundaries that makes me thankful to be an only child.

      Mo has a workout scheduled with a personal trainer, at a gym she joined after seeing the trainer through the glass while walking by. It’s the kind of brazen thing that’s classic Mo. She sees a hot guy, wants an excuse to spend time with him, so she hires him for his services, thus creating an awkward situation in which said guy would have to cross the lines of professionalism and ignore the fact that she’s jailbait, therefore getting whatever attention she’s after while ensuring nothing actually happens. It’s the kind of confusing stunt that stems from her personal brand of issues.

      So I have a short window of time in which to occupy myself. It’s like a gift from the heavens above. Don’t get me wrong. I love my friends. I cherish the time we spend together. But I’m right at the end of this awesome novel that I can’t wait to finish, and now I have the perfect opportunity to read the end without interruption before we all meet up later.

      I carry my night bag around the back of Mo’s house and into the woods, following the winding path our feet have worn over the years to the stone hut nestled under the pine trees. We were eight the day we found it, four ballsy little girls expanding their boundaries into the dark of the forest during a game of hide and seek. From the second we saw it, we fell in love with it. There was never a moment’s doubt that it was our place.

      I was on a big Irish kick in seventh grade when I discovered what it was. A clochán. A drystone hut with a corbeled roof that looks like an igloo. We went on a mission that year to discover how a piece of Irish architecture found its way to the middle of the Massachusetts woods. We became obsessed with the mystery, spending hours at the local library, the land use office, public records hall, anywhere we thought there might be information that revealed the source of its existence.

      We daydreamed a million different romantic scenarios that only twelve-year-old girls would imagine. We’d sleep in our clochán, lulled to sleep by the stories we’d tell each other. I’d love to say that we found out something amazing, a heart-rending story of sorrow, a magical tale of romance, even something lurid, but it was much simpler than that.

      The land that Ripley Manor was built on used to belong to an Irish immigrant who erected the hut for his kids to play in. But the lack of a spicy backstory didn’t lessen our love for it. It’s still our favorite place to be, and my number one reading spot in the entire world.

      For a short snippet of time, I’ll leave reality behind. I’ll be someone else. Someone better. Happier. Less confused. Rolling my sleeping bag out on the floor, I lay on my back, book propped against my raised knees, and enter the story world of my novel.
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        * * *

      

      I must have fallen asleep. I wake, eyes tired and burning from a good cry. My nose feels crusty, and my cheeks are stiff with dried tears. There’s nothing like a book with an ending so tragic that it cripples you with a gut-wrenching sorrow.

      The late afternoon light filtering through the gaps in the stones makes my eyes ache. Reaching to rub them, I realize that someone has tucked their sleeping bag over me as a blanket. I take a deep breath, breathing in the scent lingering on the fabric. Mo.

      I spot her sitting by the door, staring blankly outside, chin propped on top of knees that are hugged to her chest. She jumps a little when she catches me watching her. Her lips twitch into a small smile. A sad smile. She crawls across the floor to me, cradles my head in her lap and strokes my hair.

      “Another good book?”

      Mo isn’t much of a reader herself. Besides schoolwork she mostly just thumbs through magazines, but she likes to hear about the books I read.

      “Brutal.”

      “I guess so. It looks like you had a good cry.” She flashes me that sad smile again, then breaks eye contact, her gaze going back out the door. “How does it feel?” Her voice is a whisper. Even with our bodies so close I can barely hear her.

      My head and my heart fill in the words I can’t hear, like somehow I just know what she’s asking. “To have a good, hard cry fueled by something other than what’s happening in your own life?”

      I study the curves of her face, all highlights and shadows in the fading light.

      “It feels, well, I know it sounds kind of weird, but it feels great. It’s cathartic. To turn into a complete emotional wreck over something that’s simply going to disappear when you’re done. It’s, like, power, control that you don’t have when you’re crying for other reasons. Real reasons.”

      Her lips purse together. She swallows hard. I see her neck muscles bulge as she gulps down the lump in her throat. I can hear the sound of it. “Maybe I should give it a try sometime.”

      “Just let me know when you’re ready. I’ll hook you up with some books that will absolutely destroy you.”

      She makes a strange noise, one I’ve never heard before. Probably disbelief. Or amusement. We both know that even the most gut-wrenching book wouldn’t affect her like it does me. She’s impervious to things like that.

      Sitting up, I lean my cheek on her shoulder and drape my arms loosely around her. “How did your workout go?”

      “Ha.” A single laugh, harsh but unemotional. “As soon as I saw the trainer up close? Ugh. He was, like, almost forty or something. I can’t believe I made myself suffer through the whole thing.”

      “So, no love connection?” I sense that the trainer fiasco is not what’s bothering her; it’s safe to tease.

      She pulls her shoulder from under me, distancing our faces enough so I can see her expression, her eyebrows raised, her nose wrinkled, one side of her mouth raised in a sneer. “Ew, no. The only reason to date a guy that old is if you need his money, and I have plenty of my own, thank you.” She gets that faraway look again, staring into space, and says, “Money is the one thing that I do have.”

      A part of me knows that I should speak up, that I should remind her of the other things she has, the friends who love her, but the rest of me wants her to hurt, even if I know it isn’t the right thing, my feelings stinging from the blow she doesn’t know she landed.
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      Francine’s mouth drops open and her eyes grow wide when she sees the number that’s calling. Her heart pounds in her chest, hands shaking so badly that she fumbles the phone when she goes to answer it. “Mo! Oh my God, hi! I can’t believe you actually called.”

      She winces, pausing momentarily as she realizes how desperate she must sound. She quickly segues on, hoping Mo didn’t notice. “So, have you given any thought to how you want to surprise Liz?”

      She laughs over the line, the same throaty, confident chuckle that she’d had in high school. “Oh, I have a few ideas. Too many. I feel like I’ve been planning this for years already.”

      “Well, I’d be happy to hear them all out, help you choose the best ones.”

      “Thanks, Francine. I really appreciate that.”

      Francine can feel herself glowing. It’s finally happening. Morgana Ripley is finally becoming her friend.

      She’d tried so hard when they were teenagers, but for some reason she’d never made any headway. It was probably the other girls’ faults. Liz and Sami and Amy—they’d always seemed kind of cliquish. Liz still is, if she’s being honest. She knows the snooty bitch doesn’t like her, only puts up with her because their daughters are friends.

      It’s a shame that the time she and Mo spend together will be wasted planning something nice for her. It’s not like she deserves it. But still… she’s talking to Morgana Ripley on the phone! And she was the one to call Francine! She squeals inside her head, trying to feign nonchalance.

      “Actually, I was hoping you could tell me more about Liz’s daughter.”

      “Olivia?”

      “Yes.”

      “Um.” It seems a little strange, but who’s she to judge. Mo probably just wants to include Olivia in whatever she’s planning. It’s kind of sweet, in a way. “Okay. Sure. What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      “Like?”

      “How old she is. What she’s like. What her interests are.”

      It’s odd that Mo doesn’t know anything about Liz’s daughter, given how close they used to be. They must have had some kind of falling out. Especially since Liz must have been pregnant while they were still in school.

      Francine knows. She’s done the math. Repeatedly. Reminds herself with no small amount of superiority and glee every time Liz takes a jab at her that her own daughter is six months younger than Liz’s. At least she’d graduated before becoming pregnant.

      “Olivia’s almost fifteen,” she says, trying to temper the judgment in her tone.

      “Fifteen,” Mo repeats.

      Francine knows Mo’s doing the math for herself. Figuring out what it means. That maybe she and Liz weren’t as close as she had thought.

      “Mm-hmm. She’s a very nice girl.” A lot nicer than her mother ever was. “My Gina is her very best friend. She says that Olivia is a natural at volleyball. Made the varsity team even though she’s only a freshman.”

      She racks her brain for something more to say, but the truth is, she doesn’t know much about Olivia.

      “Liz must be so proud.” Mo sounds strange, almost choked up.

      “Oh, she is. That girl means the world to her.” It’s the only thing Francine can’t find fault with—the way Liz loves her daughter.

      “I need to go.”

      “Huh?”

      “I’m sorry, Francine. I just remembered an appointment. I’ve been so overwhelmed with coming back to town, wrapping up the sale on my parents’ old house, catching up with old friends like you, it just slipped my mind. I hope it’ll be all right if we talk later?”

      “Of course, yeah, I totally understand—”

      But the call has already ended. Francine hopes she didn’t say anything wrong. More likely, Mo was just upset when she realized Liz had been keeping secrets. Guess their friendship wasn’t as good as everyone thought.
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      You’d think with as many brothers as I have, that I would have learned to like sports, but I don’t. At all. As far as I can see, there’s only one positive thing about football season, and that’s the homecoming dance. True, it’s not as exciting or formal as the prom we’ve been fantasizing about since we were little, but it’s good practice. By the time we’re seniors, we’ll have enough experience to make sure our prom is perfect.

      The four of us are squished in Sami’s tiny bathroom, vying for space in front of the mirror. I duck low, squeezing in beside Mo. Pull my eyelid taut as I uncap my new liquid eyeliner.

      “No, not like that.” Mo sighs as she snatches the pen from me. The truth is, I’d been hoping she would. I’m hopeless with the stuff, but Mo? She’s an artist. “Look up.”

      Her mouth twists into a knot as she draws a series of short, dashed lines around my eye. “Now the other one.”

      I stare up at the ceiling, trying not to blink, waiting for the soft pressure of her hand, but it doesn’t come. “Um, Mo?”

      When she doesn’t answer, I chance a peek in her direction. And instantly know that something is very, very wrong.

      “Where did you get that?” Her voice shakes. Her expression is absolutely stricken. I follow her gaze to Sami, who’s fingering the choker around her throat protectively.

      “Amy gave it to me.”

      Mo turns on her cousin like a rabid animal ready to attack. Amy shrugs, unconcerned.

      “It was a long time ago, when we were little,” Sami explains.

      “Second grade,” Mo whispers.

      “Huh?”

      “I said, in the second grade.” Mo’s voice grows louder with each word. “At least, that’s when it went missing. It was my mother’s.”

      A vein pops out from the middle of her forehead. She looks like she can’t decide whether to cry or wage war. Her breathing becomes harder, more labored. Just when I think she’s going to explode, she shoves her way out of the bathroom.

      “Mo, wait.” Sami fumbles with the clasp, removes the necklace and holds it out to her. “I’m sorry?”

      Mo stares at the choker like it’s a rat carrying bubonic plague. Her face crumples, head shaking from side to side as she refuses to touch it. “No, keep it. It’s way too late for that.”

      “For what?” I ask, touching her shoulder gently.

      “To convince my mom that I wasn’t the one who stole it.” She swipes angrily at the lone tear that dares to trickle down her cheek. “She insisted she saw me with it. Ransacked my room looking for it. Called me a wicked child when I wouldn’t tell her where it was. All these years… it never even occurred to me.”

      Her face hardens as she looks at Amy. “Why?”

      “It was my mom’s first. I saw her wearing it in a picture.”

      “Not that. Why didn’t you tell me you took it? Why did you let her think it was me?” And then softer, “Is that why you wanted to dress like my doll?”

      A memory surfaces of a playdate at Mo’s, four little girls gathered excitedly around a doll that had been made to look exactly like her, down to the identical outfits they both wore. Of Amy, begging for Mo to swap clothes with her so that she could mirror the doll for a while. Of the three of us braiding Amy’s hair into plaits until she was an exact match.

      And suddenly, I’m sure. That had to be the day it happened, the one Mo’s talking about. Because things were different after that. She seemed harder, colder. Sadder. I’d thought that it was because her parents were around a lot less, that she was just lonely because they were away so much, but maybe it was something else. Something more.

      “It was my mom’s necklace,” Amy says again.

      “Do you have any idea how much trouble that caused me? My mom never trusted me again after that.”

      Amy’s eyes look drawn and sad as she says, “I’m sorry, Mo. Really, I am. But it’s not fair for you to blame me for your poor relationship with your parents. There were issues long before I took the necklace. Your mom didn’t even realize that I wasn’t you.”

      Mo looks like Amy just spit in her face.

      “Hey.” I step between them, wincing as I do because I’m sure I’m going to get hit. “You guys. It happened a long time ago. There’s no use getting upset over it now.”

      Mo stares at me for a long minute, then grabs her overnight bag and starts shoving her stuff back inside. “Screw this. I’m out. I didn’t want to go to some lame ass dance anyways.”

      She stomps down the stairs. I rush after her, knowing I shouldn’t let her be by herself right now. Knowing I should go with her. But when she storms out the front door, I stand frozen on the threshold, just gaping after her. I can’t seem to make myself follow.

      Because I saw something behind Mo’s eyes just a moment ago, something I can’t quite name. But whatever it was, it’s big and dark and scary. And somehow, I know it has the potential to change all of our lives forever.
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      When I got home from the grocery store today, I found another note. This one was tucked under the handle of my front door. She’s gotten bolder. She’s coming closer. I have to find a way to put an end to this.

      The single sheet of paper caught in the wind, fluttering in my hand almost as violently as my heart in my chest as I read it.

      
        
        The time has come. You need to tell them what you did.

        

        XXO ∞

      

      

      But it makes no sense. It wasn’t just me. We all played a part in what happened that night. So then, what is it, exactly, that she wants?
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        * * *

      

      I feel like I’m walking on glass—just one wrong step and the floor beneath me will shatter, plunging me into the fathomless depths below. I can’t let that happen. I have too much to lose.

      I’m in the kitchen chopping ingredients for dinner when Olivia comes home. She sits on a stool at the end of the island and watches. I go through the roster of mom questions, inquiring about her day, school, homework, and extracurricular activities. Her answers are short, with none of the details and embellishments she usually includes.

      “Are you feeling all right, honey?”

      “Yeah.”

      Laying down the knife, I walk over and give her a kiss on the forehead for a surreptitious temperature check. It may be my imagination, I may be oversensitive, but I swear my daughter just flinched away from my kiss. I tell myself it’s nothing. I go back to the chopping board at the other end of the island, cut the end off an onion.

      Peeling the onion, I slice it, first one direction and then the other before I start cutting slivers off the end. My eyes sting, tears welling to extinguish the burn. I peek at Olivia. Even through my blurred vision I can see her watching me, staring intensely at my face, her nose slightly wrinkled.

      “Olivia? Darling?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Why are you staring at me like that?”

      “No reason.”

      Her eyes dart away. I can see the gears turning inside her head. Ever since she was a little girl she’s worn her heart on her sleeve. Something is bothering her.

      I bite my tongue. Teenage Olivia is skittish. When she was younger, I could keep asking questions until she spilled her problems, dropping them into my lap one by one like a handful of jellybeans, but now those questions set off the teenage alarm for prying and the forcefield will drop, shutting all communication down.

      The key is to stay quiet and wait out her silence until she tells me on her own. It may sound easy, but it’s impossibly hard.

      “We’re doing a section on genetics in biology class.” She throws the statement out into the space between us. “Punnett squares and stuff. You know anything about it?”

      My heart rate returns to its normal speed. She must need help with her homework and be worried that I won’t be able to assist. The tops of my ears burn with shame.

      I’d been accepted into a good university. I never would have been a rocket scientist, but I could have been something, found some kind of success. It’s never been okay with me that I didn’t go. I always meant to enroll in some classes at the local community college once Olivia was in school, but I never got around to it. I’m setting a horrible example and my own child thinks I’m an uneducated idiot.

      “Sure, honey. Mendel and the pea plants, right?”

      “Uh-huh. The laws of genetic inheritance.”

      Whatever relief I felt has vanished. I see where this is going. I really am an idiot. My daughter, however, is not. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh.”

      I lay the knife down and face her. Her eyes are watery. She’s too far from the onion for that to be the cause. I sit on the stool next to her and cover her hand with mine. She snatches it away like I’ve burned her. I deserve this.

      “I have several genetic traits that can only be inherited if one of my parents has the dominant expression for the gene. Like my cleft chin. And I can roll my tongue. Neither you or dad have a cleft chin or can roll your tongue.”

      All these years, I told myself there was no way to know for sure, not without a paternity test, but it turns out the answer was so simple that my fourteen-year-old figured it out for herself. Have I just been lying to myself this whole time? I look into her eyes, and know that I have.

      “I’m guessing you have questions.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “I’ll do my best to answer them for you.”

      I stare at the countertop, at the random sparkly spots in the granite. You can polish a piece of stone, you can make it shine, but you can’t make it sparkle unless that special inclusion is already there. I wonder if there’s any way that I can turn that thought into something that will make Olivia feel better right now. Probably not.

      “Does dad know?”

      “We’ve never discussed it.”

      Her eyes harden against me.

      “I was never actually sure. If, you know…” If your father was your real father. Or if he was. I had hoped and prayed she was David’s. Even if a part of me had always suspected she wasn’t.

      Olivia looks at me like I just drank out of the toilet.

      “I don’t think he does,” I whisper.

      She nods, satisfied. She looks over her shoulder, making sure no one is behind her. “I’m not going to say anything about this just yet.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. It’s only because I realized you’d get full custody, and I don’t want to be alone with you right now.”

      It feels like someone ran my heart through a paper shredder. Every facet of my life has chosen the same moment to implode, but this—my daughter looking at me with eyes full of shame and contempt? It easily tops the list as the worst. And it’s not even the part that could land me in jail.

      “Do you even know who my real dad is?”

      “Yes.”

      “Were you ever going to tell me about him? Give me the chance to meet him?”

      “Oh, honey.” Just thinking about him makes hot tears run down my cheeks. “I wish you could.”

      This is a lie. Even if it were possible, I would never let that man in the same room with my child. I might not have realized it at the time, but he was a monster.

      “Well, why can’t I?”

      “Olivia.” It’s hard enough to have a conversation with your daughter about how the man who raised her for the last fourteen years is not her real father. What I have to say now is even harder, but I have to do it. Because I need to squash any interest my daughter has in him. Taking a deep breath, I lie again. “Olivia, your dad, your biological dad, wants nothing to do with either of us.”

      Her head snaps back like I’ve slapped her.

      “I was young, just a few years older than you. And I was stupid. And some men… they’re only out for themselves. They don’t care about anyone else. But your dad, David, I mean, he was there for me. For both of us. And we both love you so very, very much. Do you hate me now?”

      “No.” Her head turns slowly from side to side. “I don’t. But I don’t want to talk to you anymore right now, either.”

      I’ve always known this day might happen, and that if it did, it would be my cross to bear. I’ve spent the last fifteen years looking down at the wooden crossbeam at my feet just waiting for the day I’d have to pick it up and put it on. Now that its weight is across my shoulders, though, it’s not that bad.

      Olivia stands, looking at the stool like she never wants to sit there again. She slowly pulls her eyes away from it and heads toward her room. In the doorway she stops and turns. “By the way, who’s coming to dinner?”

      “One of my best friends from high school.”

      “High school? So she probably knew my real father, then?”

      I gulp hard, remembering the shock of discovering just how well Sami knew him. I can’t tell her the truth. I ignore it, instead. “I really think you’re going to like her.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Sure I will.” Her head shakes as she retreats to her room, shoulders high and hunched beneath her ears.

      I know that I’ve gotten off easy. I have no idea how I’m going to tell her the rest of the story, or even how much of it I should tell. But I don’t have the time to figure it out right now. I have more pressing issues to deal with first. I put the thought on the back burner to stew and go back to preparing dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Sami arrives right on time, six thirty on the dot, and she comes bearing gifts. I’m so happy when I first see her standing there, but as I relieve her of the bottles of wine, a white and a red, and she comes inside, I feel a momentary surge of unease.

      I know I’m being silly, but I can’t help my nerves. Because as weird as it might seem given the circumstances, it’s important to me to impress Sami now that we’ve reconnected after so long. I’m worried that she’ll pick up on the tension between me and my family.

      “Liz?” Sami puts her free hand on my shoulder.

      I manage a weak smile and shake my head. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

      “I keep having those moments too.”

      I know what she’s referring to. I don’t know how to explain that I’m juggling that with this, my daughter finding out that my husband is not her father, jeopardizing my perilous grasp on an already strained marriage. Then the oddest thing happens. I just let it go. At least I know Sami. And after last night, I’ve discovered that I still kind of trust her.

      “I’m glad you’re here.” This time my smile is genuine.

      “I am, too.”

      We head into the kitchen where David’s head is lost in the fridge, his voice muffled as he asks Olivia questions about her day. He withdraws a moment later with a beer in hand. When he sees me and Sami standing together, a flush creeps from his collar, washing up his neck and into his face like watercolor paint spreading on damp paper. Even his ears turn pink.

      “Olivia, this is Sami, one of my very best friends from childhood. Sami, this is my daughter, Olivia.”

      Olivia is immediately smitten. She latches on to Sami’s arm, insisting that Sami tell her about all the bad things I did while I was growing up, interrogating her as she leads the way to the dining room. After they’ve left, David turns to me. He reaches a hand tentatively toward my arm and rests his fingertips lightly on my skin. It feels like the memory of a touch that took place long ago. “Are we okay?”

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t we be?”

      There’s a rather long list of reasons that answer my question, but nothing’s changed. It’s an odd time for him to decide to check on my feelings. But his confused expression is mixed with relief, and for the first time in a long while, I’m touched. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe he does care. I give his hand a soft pat. It’s awkward and strange, the ghost of an intimacy that’s long passed away.

      “Will you please set the table?”

      He nods, a sad smile settling on his lips. He grabs the silverware and follows Olivia and Sami into the other room. I relish this moment. This fleeting sense of calmness just might be the closest thing I’ll know to peace in a very long time to come.
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      Things have been so tense with my friends lately that I spend most of my time walking on eggshells, barely able to breathe. But right now I’m tiptoeing for a different reason. An incredible, amazing, fantastic one.

      My heart thumps inside my chest. It’s from the thrill of the risk, the excitement of waiting for that perfect opportunity to slip out unnoticed between my brothers’ late-night arrivals and departures, but, mainly, it’s the anticipation of seeing him. The only times I’ve ever snuck out have been to see him.

      I loop my fingers through the back straps of my sandals. The floor is cold and gritty beneath my bare feet. Bathed in the moonlight filtering through the window, the dark wood and red nail polish accentuate my pale skin. My back presses hard against the wall.

      I lean forward, risking another peek outside. My second oldest brother, Bert, is finally in his friend’s ratty old Wrangler, the torn topper hanging from the roll bar in stalactite formations. The car idles at the end of the driveway. Get a move on already.

      Finally, with a dirty gray cloud puffing from the exhaust pipe, they’re in motion. I watch the taillights fade down the street and disappear around the corner, before I slide along the wall, the fingers of my outstretched hand closing around the doorknob. Then it’s open and I’m through, darting across the lawn, sprinting until I’m in the shadows of the empty lot across the street. I pause to catch my breath, slipping my sandals over feet damp with dew, plucking a blade of grass from between my toes.

      In case you didn’t know, the world is completely different at night. Things you’d never notice under the light of the sun take center stage after nightfall, spotlighted by moonbeams, skulking in shadows. It’s both ominous and innocent, restrictive and freeing. Even the scents and sounds are different.

      I keep to the side, walking along the tall hedge that outlines the boundaries of the lot until I’m through, the soles of my shoes slapping against the sidewalk as I hurry down the street. My arms cross over my body, rubbing at the rising goosebumps. The night is balmy, the heat from the summer day lingering, hovering over the ground. I’m not cold. It’s thinking of him that makes me shiver.

      I see our meeting spot up ahead and my steps quicken, my breath catching in my chest. Just the thought of him makes my pulse race. He makes me feel alive in a way I’ve never felt before.

      Not like when I’m lost in the shuffle at home, the youngest, the only girl, the good one who behaves and can be trusted to do things on her own, without being told. Not like at school, where I’m a good student who can be counted on to make good grades, who isn’t a disruption or an active participant and therefore is not a pupil the teachers need to pay attention to. Not even like my group of friends, where it seems more and more like everyone has an important role to play in the group except me. I’m just there, fading into the background.

      But it’s not like that with him. He sees me for me, sees me despite the others, and makes time for only me, just the two of us, one on one. To him, I’m special. It’s obvious, or he wouldn’t be waiting for me right now. I run the last few steps because I can’t wait to have him all to myself.
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      I smile and laugh and make polite conversation, but on the inside I’m dying. This is so uncomfortable. It’s clear that Liz and David are miserable together. They can barely even look at each other. I can’t help but feel like it’s my fault, even though I know it isn’t.

      I’m always doing that. Blaming myself.

      Liz was my best friend for so long. My ride or die. When we severed ties, it was hard to breathe—like I had lost a lung as well as a friend.

      But as much as I loved her, I could still see her faults. And this is one of them. She’s always been good at sticking her head in the sand. Ignoring the things she’d rather not face, no matter how obvious they are.

      Growing up, the four of us always had each other’s backs. No one else could touch us. We’d defend each other ’til the end, sometimes crazy or violent in our loyalty. But we never hesitated to call each other out on our shit. And Liz needs to be called out, loud and clear. Because it’s obvious this situation is making everyone miserable—unnecessarily so.

      Real love might be hard and messy, but it’s even more so when you try to force it. It’s clear that her marriage has run its course. She’s looking for love in the wrong place, and she’s going to get hurt.

      But there will be time to deal with that later. In the grand scheme of things, she’s not the one I have to worry about right now. But when this is all over? I’m going to fix this and make sure everything is as it should be.
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      That first time I only did it because I wanted to know what all the fuss was about. Sex. It was something talked about in whispers, accompanied by giggles and the exchange of knowing looks. Only, I didn’t know, so I couldn’t be in on any of the looks, could I? And I couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. What it was about that three-letter word that was such a big deal? Even my friends and I didn’t talk about it. Not really.

      But then they kind of did. Only, not so much in words, but in those giggles and knowing glances that I didn’t understand anything about. Liz and Sami would make vague references to let us know they’d joined the club, and Mo, well, we all assumed Mo, being so much more worldly and sophisticated than us, was already a member and just didn’t talk about it, because she was so much more worldly and sophisticated. I couldn’t stand thinking that there was something between us, an unspoken wedge that would divide us into them and me.

      There was no one special, and frankly I had no interest in finding that special someone. I just wanted to know once and for all what all the fuss was about. Like a science experiment, only without the careful attention to detail, performed more like pulling off a Band-Aid—just do it fast and get it over with.

      I had never really planned to go down to the place where the good girls don’t go, my feet just sort of brought me there one night and suddenly there I was, strolling down the sidewalk by the minimart where the guys from the football team hung out after dark, smoking and drinking and trolling for girls.

      I still hadn’t quite made up my mind, not until one of them whistled at me as I walked by. It was Johnny Donovan, a senior with a reputation that made me confident that he’d know what he was doing. So, I played the role I’d cast for myself. I hooked my eyes to his, held them for a long moment, and then gestured with my head for him to come over to me. The other boys hooted and hollered as he sauntered over with his best cool-guy strut.

      “Hey. Whatcha doing?” Not the best pick-up line, but lucky for him my expectations were low.

      “Looking for someplace better to go.”

      “And where’s that?”

      “I don’t know. Where do you want to take me?”

      He slung an arm around my neck, tossed a glance over his shoulder to his cheering friends, and led me down the path. We walked side by side in silence, every nerve in my body on edge. He took me to a park. I followed him past the picnic tables and playground equipment, through a narrow break in the brush to a small knoll surrounded by trees. Then he answered all my questions.

      I wasn’t really impressed. I still didn’t see what all the fuss was about, but at least now I knew. Now I could be in on the looks and innuendos and not be left behind in the cold, while my friends went on lightyears down the road ahead of me. But then the next day, at school, I overheard the rumor while using the restroom between classes.

      “Oh my God, did you hear, Morgana Ripley did it with Johnny Donovan in the park last night.”

      “Oh my God, she’s such a slut!”

      I should have said something right then, should have burst out of the stall and defended Mo’s honor, should have taken credit for my own sins. But I didn’t. I was frozen, rooted to the spot on that grimy floor, surrounded by graffiti on walls the color of aged parmesan cheese, breathing that dirty-water-mingled-with-cigarette-smoke stench school bathrooms always have.

      It had never occurred to me that I would be mistaken for Mo, that the dark would conceal the differences in our appearance, that such brazenness would be considered so out of character for the Amy people thought they knew, that they would assume it was her instead of me. I know that I should do something to squash the rumor, but I can’t. What if Johnny only went with me because he thought I was her? What if all the guys felt that way?

      Because as much as I didn’t see what all the fuss was about, I did want to do it again. Something about the intimacy, the closeness, filled a hole inside me that I hadn’t known existed. Only, now I did know, and I could feel it inside me, a huge, gaping emptiness surrounded by loneliness and hurt.

      There are already dozens of rumors swirling around about Mo. People love to hate her, they always have, and she never lets it bother her. So what’s a few more?
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      The house is empty when I wake. It’s like the apocalypse came overnight and swept everyone else away. The effect is eerie, the sounds of my steps echoing down the hall, seeming louder than they ever have before.

      I pour coffee grounds into a filter, add water, and hit the brew button. Then I walk around the house, pulling curtains shut and drawing blinds. I have a headache that demands darkness. I feel hungover, which is strange—I didn’t have much to drink last night, just a single glass of the white wine Sami brought over.

      Maybe I’m just dehydrated. Or it’s all the drinking Sami and I did the night before last finally catching up with me. Whatever the cause, the very roots of my eyes ache and even though I just woke up, all I can think about is crawling back in bed. Maybe I should have had some of the red wine instead. Sami and David finished the entire bottle last night, and I bet they’re both feeling fine.

      At the side window in the living room, I catch sight of Francine. She waves at me. I wave back, mine a goodbye instead of a hello, and yank the thick drapery over the glass.

      I’m hyper aware of my senses, the feeling as my feet leave the thick, plush carpet and slap against the rough hardwood floors. Then the tiles, cold and hard as I head back to the kitchen because the aroma of coffee has permeated the air.

      Filling a mug, I carry it to the couch and sit, curling my feet up beside me. The coffee tastes better than usual. Maybe there’s hope that today will be a good day after all.

      But then a knock against the door carries from the front of the house and infiltrates the room around me, and I know I was mistaken. I felt relief too soon.

      As I’m on my way to answer it, my first thought is that it might be Francine, but it’s not. I know it’s not. There was something authoritative about the knock, a demanding quality. I take one more sip before I set my mug down, the coffee coating my tongue with a thick layer of sludge, and suddenly it doesn’t taste too good after all.
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        * * *

      

      I sneak a look through the peephole and then dart away like the man on the other side of the door can see me. I have to remind myself that he can’t. I glance down at the worn pair of jeans and booster shirt for the high school volleyball team that I’m wearing. I have no makeup on. My wedding ring is still on the soap dish next to the sink in the bathroom. None of that bothers me that much. What upsets me are my bare feet.

      If I could change one thing about the image I’m going to present when I open the door, that would be it. I’d be wearing shoes. Something about bare feet has always struck me as kind of intimate. It makes me feel vulnerable and exposed.

      It would take too long to run to my room in the back and slip a pair on. I consider not opening the door at all, but then I remember that Francine was lurking about outside. She knows I’m in the house and would no doubt revel in the opportunity to share that information with this stranger. I take a deep breath, tell myself that it’s fortifying, and pull the door open.

      The man is tall and good looking, his brown eyes the same color as his smooth, unlined skin. A tidy mustache highlights his full lips. His suit is impeccable. And he holds himself with an air of distinguished confidence.

      All this disturbs me in a way I can’t quite describe. It’s clear that this man has been around the block, that he’s seasoned, that he has it together. Why couldn’t it have been some slob or a kid?

      “May I help you?”

      “Are you Mrs. Elizabeth Bentley? Formerly Williams?”

      “May I ask who wants to know?”

      A badge appears with ridiculous speed and is opened with practiced efficiency.

      “Detective Everett Johnson, from the Waverly Police Department.”

      “I’m Liz Bentley.”

      “May I come inside, ma’am?”

      I ignore the curious look on Francine’s face as she gawks opened-mouthed from her yard, and stand back, letting the detective inside. I wish she hadn’t been here to see this. I know that, as soon as I close the door, she’s going to hop on her phone and tell anyone who will answer her call that there’s a police officer at my house questioning me. It wouldn’t surprise me if she gathers a little crowd in her yard while the cop and I are talking. I show him to the living room, where he chooses an armchair in the corner, the only seat with its back to the wall.

      “Can I get you something to drink? Coffee?”

      “No, thank you. Ma’am, I’m here today to ask you some questions about someone I believe you used to be acquainted with. A Charamy Russo. Does that ring any bells?”

      “Of course. Amy was one of my best friends growing up. Has something happened? Is she all right?”

      “You said was. Why not is?”

      “I haven’t seen Amy since high school.”

      “Is there any particular reason for that? Did you two have a falling out of some sorts?”

      “No, not at all. Has something happened to Amy, Detective?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Please, just humor me, if you would. Tell me about how the two of you fell out of contact.”

      “Well, we aren’t. Not exactly.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      “It’s simple, really. Just because you haven’t seen someone doesn’t mean you aren’t in touch.” I think about the notes I’ve received. The ones she sent. But I can’t tell him about that. So I tell him about the postcards instead. “I might not have seen her in a long while, but I do receive postcards from time to time.”

      “Postcards.”

      “Yes.”

      “And is that the only communication you have? Do you two ever talk on the phone? Text?”

      “Well, no.”

      “And why is that?”

      “No reason in particular. Just busy, I guess.”

      He pulls a notepad and pen from his pocket, flips to a clean page. “What can you tell me about Ms. Russo?”

      “Well, let’s see. Amy was a singer. She had incredible talent, I mean, really, she wasn’t just one of those girls who thinks she can be a star because she can hold a tune. Amy was the real deal. She got an offer for a music deal when we were still in high school. She left to follow her dreams.”

      “You used the past tense. Was, had… is there a reason for that?”

      I feel like an idiot. I curl my feet, trying to hide my toes under the couch. “No. I guess that it’s just been so long since I’ve talked to her that I don’t really feel like I know her now.”

      “And where was it you said that she went?”

      I didn’t. I think of the stack of postcards in the bottom drawer of my nightstand. “Well, when she first left, it was for Los Angeles. But I don’t think she’s been in the States for a while now. The last I heard from her, she was in Asia. Taiwan, I believe.”

      “And how long ago was that?”

      “I’m not sure. I’d have to check, but probably three, maybe four months ago.” The nail of my forefinger digs at a cuticle on my thumb. I notice him watching and force myself to stop, sliding my thumb under my thigh.

      “You didn’t happen to save them, did you? The postcards she sent?”

      “Well, yeah. I’ve saved them all, actually. Living vicariously and all that. Why?”

      “Would you mind if I look at them?”

      “Listen, Detective… I’m sorry, what was it?”

      “Johnson.”

      “Detective Johnson. I realize you’re just doing your job, but I have no idea what’s going on and I really don’t feel comfortable answering any more questions until I know why you’re here. Has something happened to Amy?”

      “We’re not sure yet, Mrs. Bentley, but we are looking into the possibility that she may have met with some harm.”

      I press a palm to my chest, trying to calm my heartbeat. “Is she all right?”

      “We’re investigating a set of remains that have been discovered.”

      My hand flies to my open mouth, a reflex reaction even though I knew what was coming. “Oh my God. And you think that it’s Amy?”

      “The information we’ve obtained is leading us in that direction, yes.”

      “I always worried about her traveling so much on her own.”

      “Actually, ma’am, the remains are here. In town.”

      “What? When did she get back?”

      “If the remains in question do indeed turn out to be your friend’s, it’s possible that she never left.”

      I can barely make myself choke out a whisper. “So she never even made it to L.A.?”

      “I can’t say anything for sure yet, ma’am.”

      “But then who’s been sending me postcards all these years?”

      “That’s a very good question. And one that I would like an answer to as well. Mrs. Bentley—”

      “Liz. Call me Liz, please.”

      “Okay, Liz. Can you tell me about when Amy supposedly left town?”

      “It was the Monday after prom. She’d gotten an offer from a record company out in L.A. She’d turned eighteen over the weekend, so she was finally free to accept it and fly out there. We had a slumber party that weekend to celebrate.”

      “Did she say goodbye?”

      “Of course. She went to school that day to say goodbye to everyone.”

      “Did you see her get on the plane?”

      “No.”

      “Then why did you assume that she had left for Los Angeles?”

      “Because she said she was.”

      “But did anyone actually go with her to the airport?”

      “I’m not sure. But why would that matter?”

      He ignores my question, instead asking another of his own. “So, to your knowledge, was there anything—or anyone—to keep Amy from leaving?”

      “No.” I shake my head, sure about this answer. “Her father had just passed away. Her mom had died right after she was born. She was an only child.”

      “Any other relatives?”

      “Mo was her cousin. I guess Mo’s parents would have been her aunt and uncle, but they were never around. They traveled a lot.”

      Detective Johnson sits forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Sounds like that must have been rough on their daughter.”

      “It was.”

      He looks down, inspecting the nails of his right hand as he asks, “How did all that time alone affect her? Any behavioral problems? Anger issues? Maybe a sense of over-entitlement?” His eyes shoot right back to my face, watching while I answer.

      “Who, Mo? No. I mean, out of all of us, Mo had the most attitude, she could be a bitch sometimes, but she wasn’t like that to be spiteful. She just spoke her mind and didn’t take shit from anyone. We all wanted to be a bit more like her.”

      “Was there any bad blood between Amy and her cousin?”

      “No, never. They were like sisters.”

      “Even sisters fight.”

      “Yeah, but… why are you asking this? You honestly don’t suspect that Mo had something to do with…?”

      “When was the last time you spoke with Ms. Ripley?”

      “Graduation, I guess.” I take a sip of my coffee, wince as I force down a cold swallow.

      “And when was that, in relation to the prom and her birthday?”

      “About two weeks later.”

      “So, if Amy left town, she did it only two weeks before she would have had her diploma?”

      “I guess.”

      “And Mo? That’s what you called her? Are you two still in touch?”

      I shake my head. “She left right after we graduated to travel. To do the whole world tour thing. As far as I know, she’s never been back.”

      “Surely she could have picked up a phone, sent a letter from time to time, something. Can you think of any reason why she didn’t?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe she was having too much fun?”

      “For a group of friends as close as it sounds like you were, and I have spoken to outside sources about this, it sure does seem like your friendship unraveled pretty suddenly. And easily. That never bothered you?”

      I wonder who he’s been talking to. Francine, knowing my luck. She probably filled his head with all her inane little theories. But regardless of who it was, I need to discredit them and put an end to this line of questioning, fast.

      “Detective Johnson, if you’ve been talking to other people about what was going on at that time, then surely you know that by the end of the summer I’d gotten married and was expecting a baby at eighteen years old. I loved my friends, I still do, but I had a full plate of my own. I had a lot to worry about back then. So if it seems to you that I failed my friends by not being more aggressive in maintaining our friendship, well, I would apologize, but quite honestly I really don’t give a damn what you think.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “I mean, seriously. Things change. Take my neighbor, Francine, for instance. Not to be mean, but she was a real pest in high school. She practically stalked me and my friends. Like, total creeper. But now we have daughters the same age, so we end up together all the time. Do you think that makes me happy? Don’t you think I’d rather choose who I spend what little free time I have with? But it doesn’t always work that way, especially after you have kids. Sometimes you have to make sacrifices.”

      “I can respect that.”

      “Can you respect that enough to tell me why you’re jumping to all these horrible conclusions about my friends?”

      “The story has been on the news, so I guess there’s no harm in telling you. The remains were found on property formerly owned by the Ripley family.”

      “What?”

      “Ripley Manor, I believe it was called. The new owners were having some construction work done when the bones were discovered. We still have a team out there working on recovering all of the remains, but we’ve found enough so far that both the pathologist and forensic anthropologist feel comfortable in their determination that the bones in our possession are those of a girl in her late teens to early twenties.”

      My voice breaks, turning the word into several syllables as I ask, “Where?” Clearing my throat, I try again. “Where was she found?”

      “Under a big heap of rocks, just within the edge of the woods. It looks like it might have been a structure at one time. Are you familiar with it?”

      “The clochán.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “It was an Irish clochán. It was our favorite place when we were little, kind of like our clubhouse, where we spent most of our time. It’s where we used to sleep when we spent the night at Mo’s. Why would… the new owners, they were having it torn down?”

      “No, it was already down. They were sourcing the stones for another project, building a retaining wall in the back garden when a worker discovered the skull. Was that clochán where the four of you spent that last night together? Your slumber party?”

      “It was.”

      “So, the structure was still standing at that time?”

      I nod.

      “And obviously there wasn’t a dead body in there with you that night, was there?”

      I don’t even know how to respond to that. I hope the look I give him lets Detective Johnson know what I think about his question.

      “Hey.” He holds his hands out in front of himself like he’s warding off an attack. “I had to ask.”

      “None of this makes any sense. It sounds like you suspect Mo, but she loved Amy, the only family they ever really had was each other. Mo’s not really a suspect, is she?”

      “Well, ma’am, I have to be honest with you.” The look he gives me sends a chill down my spine. It takes all my willpower not to shiver. “At this time, she is.”

      “I’m sorry, Detective, but that’s impossible. She would have never hurt Amy.”

      “Well, that’s just one theory.”

      “What’s another?”

      “As far as I’ve been able to tell, only a handful of people knew about that, what did you call it, a clochán? And one of them is dead.”

      “Are you saying that I’m a suspect?”

      “No. No, ma’am, I’m not. But I am suggesting that you don’t try to leave town while the investigation is under way.”

      I sit still for a moment, stunned. When I find my voice, it has the sharp edge of anger. “Then I’m going to suggest, Detective, that this conversation is over.”

      Detective Johnson rises to his feet like he’s been expecting me to ask him to leave for some time already. He nods. “Very well. If I could get those postcards…”

      I hurry down the hall and into my room, not wanting to leave him unsupervised for too long in my home. Yanking open my nightstand drawer, I grab the shoebox containing the postcards and rush back, handing them over without a word as I usher him toward the door.

      Halfway through, he stops. “Like I said—”

      “I have no reason to leave and nowhere to go,” I say, interrupting him.

      He nods, satisfied, and finally leaves. I lock the bolt behind him, press my back against the door and breathe a sigh of relief to have him gone. I need to warn Sami. Now.

      But self-preservation is a funny thing. Just as quickly as I make the decision to call her, I question it. As a parent I have a duty to put my daughter, and by proxy, as her caregiver, myself, first. I wonder if Sami would do the same for me if the situation was reversed. Then a strange part of me I’ve never met before decides that it doesn’t matter.

      That whole all-for-one and one-for-all thing? We tried it. If it had worked, there wouldn’t have been a detective on my doorstep in the first place.
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      I’m supposed to be studying, but I can’t focus. I slam my textbook closed with a huff, earning a raised eyebrow from Mo, sitting across the table from me. I hold her gaze, challenging her to make a comment. Wanting to get in an argument. But not with her.

      A small smile plays about her lips as if she knows this. Closing the magazine she was thumbing through and placing it on the table, she says, “It’s all their fault. They’re being super annoying out there, all happy and cheerful, aren’t they?”

      I look out the window, toward the bench in my backyard where Liz is helping Amy run through her lines for the school play. They look cold even though they’re bundled in blankets. They shouldn’t be disturbing me, but they are.

      Liz glances up, catching me staring at them, and smiles. I try to return it, but it’s tough. Everything seems so easy for everyone else. Everyone else but me. It’s just not fair.

      Singing comes naturally to Amy. Confidence comes naturally to Mo. Liz barely studies, but her grades are better than mine in every subject but history. I have to work so hard all the time just to be mediocre, and it’s exhausting.

      The doorbell rings, disturbing my thoughts, and I shoot a scowl toward the front of the house. The last thing I need is another interruption.

      “I’ll get it,” Mo says, pushing her chair back from the table and standing.

      I roll my eyes as she leaves the room because it’s probably for her, anyways. Even the visitors who come to my own house aren’t for me. I just wish I didn’t feel so invisible all the time.

      But all my friends are so perfect and gorgeous. It’s hard not to want what they have sometimes. Even if I know it’s wrong. Even though I know I shouldn’t.

      Turning my attention back out the window, I debate whether or not to go outside. It’s nice and warm in here. I have a ton more work to get done. But maybe I could regain my focus after a short break.

      Before I can decide, though, Mo returns. Two sets of shoes slap against the tile floor, letting me know she isn’t alone. I round on the visitor, cross and needing a victim, but I freeze mid-snarl. All the static chaos jumbling around my head stills. I feel my face relax into a genuine smile.

      “Sonny.”

      “Hey, Sami. Always great to see you.” I feel myself blush. I know he’s just being polite, but still. It’s nice that he thinks I’m worth the effort.

      He knocks on the window, then taps at an imaginary watch on his wrist, obviously a sign to Amy. “I was on my way home and figured I’d stop and pick up Amy. She’s always complaining about walking home when it’s cold.”

      “We were just getting ready to order a couple of pizzas if you want to stick around,” I offer.

      “Nah. I’ve got a lot to do tonight so I’ve got to get a move on, but thanks.”

      “Oh,” I say, unable to hide my disappointment that he won’t be staying longer. Wondering what it is that he plans on doing instead. “Well, maybe another time.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Aw, come on.” Mo flashes an evil grin my way. Flicks her eyes toward the window where we can see Amy and Liz approaching the house. I stifle a smile of my own as I realize what she’s thinking. “Don’t be like that. Please? Sami’s mom is at her book club tonight. We’re here all alone. And it’s scary.”

      She sticks out her lower lip. Sonny laughs, but whether it’s at Mo’s fake pout or the idea of her being scared, I couldn’t say. What I can say is that it will drive Amy absolutely crazy if her dad sticks around and hangs out with us, and, for some reason, the idea of seeing someone else as miserable as I’ve been feeling seems like the very thing to cheer me up—even if it is at my friend’s expense.

      “I’ll help you do whatever it is you need done if you stay and eat dinner with us. Promise.” It’s a brazen offer, something much more out of Mo’s playbook than mine, but right now, I don’t care. Sonny’s always heavy-handed with the compliments, and I could use that right now.

      The French door rattles open, and Liz and Amy shuffle inside, cheeks pink and eyes bright from the cold. The wind has artfully styled Liz’s topknot, pulling strands free to sexily frame her pretty face. I watch helplessly as Sonny gives her an appreciative once-over while I stand there beside him, forgotten and invisible once more. Then he glances back over at me and gives me a wink.

      “I’m all set,” Amy says.

      But Sonny’s big rush has been forgotten. “Change of plans, kid.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He tosses an arm around my shoulder. “We’re staying for dinner. I believe I was promised some pizza?”

      He gives me a gentle squeeze as he looks at me, waiting for my answer. But I can’t look back. And I can’t speak. His face is too close to mine. What if my breath stinks?

      “Ha, ha,” Amy says, but from her expression you can tell she doesn’t think it’s funny at all. “We should get going.”

      “And garlic knots,” Mo says, waggling her eyebrows. “And… chicken wings?”

      Amy glares at her as Sonny grabs at his chest. “How can I resist all that?”

      Mo gives her a smirk as she asks Sonny, “Blue cheese or ranch?”

      “Surprise me.”

      “Dad?”

      “Relax, Amy.”

      She huffs. “But—”

      “Is it your car?” he asks.

      Her eyes fall to the floor as she shakes her head.

      “Are you paying for the gas?”

      Another head shake.

      “Then it’s not your decision, is it?”

      It’s not. It’s his. And he’s choosing to stay a little longer. I really hope it’s because of me.
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      It’s funny how life turns out. You can make all the plans you want, but reality doesn’t follow any set blueprint. It doesn’t even take suggestions. It’s like an animal, an entity unto itself that reacts and evolves and changes and adapts and isn’t even aware of rules or guidelines. What reality really is—and I know I’ve both seen and heard this dozens of times, but I don’t think I really got how true it was before—is a bitch.

      I have always prided myself on being one of those people who does the right thing. What a load of shit. I mean, how deluded would I have to be to believe that’s true?

      Sure, I obey traffic laws and try my best to be environmentally responsible and have several charities draw a small pittance every month from my checking account, but have I really allowed myself to be fooled into believing that I’m a good person when my moral compass is so completely screwed? And if I’m really honest with myself, which I haven’t been, obviously, for far too long, it’s been that way for most of my life.

      Have I always been a fraud? I think maybe so.

      I’m just going to come right out and say this. I have never had a relationship with a man who was available. They haven’t all been married, but none were in the position to establish a healthy adult relationship. This was the way I liked it, the way I wanted it, because I wasn’t an available woman.

      My heart died with the first guy I ever loved. His death was such a shock, such a horrible, tragic blow that I didn’t think I had it in me to try to love again. It wasn’t until now, with the insight of what I’ve recently discovered, that it even occurred to me that I could ever be happy again. But I think that I can. I think I deserve it. And more.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t the most outgoing girl. I was the studious one, the one most often found with my nose buried in the pages of a book. That’s not a huge turn-on for teenage boys, especially when your friends are all traffic-stopping gorgeous. Next to them I was invisible.

      Liz was the cute, petite blonde, the girl next door type that was easy to approach. With all her brothers, she was naturally comfortable with the opposite sex. She was relaxed, unintimidating, and she knew when to laugh at their jokes and when to call them out and give them shit.

      Mo was the ice queen, who, by making herself unattainable, made the boys want her even more. In college, there was a girl with the same kind of attitude. She wasn’t even pretty, she was actually extraordinarily plain, but she had to practically beat the boys off with a stick. So, you can imagine the reaction Mo got, with her jet-black waves and her iceberg blue eyes and her flawless skin and perfect features.

      And Amy, she was a near carbon copy of Mo, only soft-spoken and seemingly sweet. She was the one that made all those girl-crazy, pubescent boys think about the woman they would marry one day.

      Then there was me, who usually couldn’t even manage to stutter out my name. So when a guy finally came along who made me feel whole and complete and wanted and loved and deserving and special, how could I not give him my heart?

      I still remember how it began, our shoulders bumping, his hand brushing against mine, our eyes locking. Everything else in the room shrinking into the background, sucked back into oblivion. If it wasn’t one of the two of us, it didn’t exist.

      Accidentally-on-purpose touches and stolen glances changed with the seasons. As the ice melted and the warmth of spring crept forward, our encounters heated up. But we had to keep our feelings secret.

      And then something horrible happened. I lost him. He was gone.

      I would never want to make someone feel the way that I felt. Not even the person who hurt me. Not one of my best friends or my worst enemy. Even if they were one and the same.
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      Mo is throwing a party. You’d think, during all these years she’s had that huge mansion all to herself with no real adult supervision, that this would have happened before, but it hasn’t. And that’s because it’s a very bad idea.

      I don’t know what she’s thinking, inviting a bunch of strangers into her house. Sure, we’ve gone to school with most of them for over a decade, but we don’t really know these people. They’d only be coming to say they were there, to satisfy their curiosity, like it’s some kind of freak show at the circus.

      We just started the last semester of senior year. I wish she would let us finish out the high school jail term in peace. I want to pitch a fit and get her to change her mind, but she’s been acting kind of odd lately, and I can’t help but feel guilty and wonder how much of it I’m responsible for. Probably more than I’d like to admit.

      So of course I have to be supportive and invite anyone I can think of who will actually show up, because the only thing worse than an out-of-control teenage party is a party that had all the ingredients to be epic and still failed. This seems to be really important to her, so the rest of us are making it a priority to do everything we can to make this fiasco into the party of Mo’s dreams.

      That’s why, instead of finishing my biology homework and watching my favorite TV show, the way I should on a Tuesday night, I’m putting makeup on and getting dressed to go out. At least Buffy is a rerun. I grab my jacket and wander the house, looking for my dad.

      His car is in the driveway, but he’s not home. Worse, he’s taken the car keys with him, so I can’t even borrow the raggedy old truck that’s as old as I am. My legs are more reliable, but the truck is slightly quicker, and tonight I’d prefer to make a fast in and out. I can’t say I’m pleased.

      The night air is thick with the scent of the neighbor’s prized night-blooming jasmine as I step outside. Locking the door, I wrap my arms around myself to ward off the chill, and start down the sidewalk toward town. A bunch of the theater kids are getting together, to brainstorm a list of fundraisers that might entice the school to support a musical for our spring performance.

      I’m kind of excited by the idea, even if it does mean leaving my comfort zone to socialize with kids who are acquaintances at best. And sometime during the night I have to find a way to work in an invitation to Mo’s party. Ugh.

      I blow my breath out heavily and feel my bangs lift off my forehead. Rolling my eyes up, I watch the wisps of hair settle back over my eyebrows, just within the upper realm of my vision. They’re getting too long. I should have trimmed them already, but Mo is growing hers out. I don’t want to do it just because she is, but if I don’t, there’ll be a surefire way for people who don’t know us well to tell us apart.

      It could be just what I need to put an end to my late-night alter ego. But I’m not sure I’m ready to do that just yet.

      Rounding the corner, I’m lost in thought, until something snags my attention. A man is walking ahead of me. He has the familiar, swaggering stride of my father.

      I jog a few feet, intent on catching up with him, but something stops me; a need, a desire to be a larger part of my dad’s life, to know him better. Or so I tell myself. I suspect, though, that I really just want to see what it is that he does with his time while I’m being neglected.

      My subconscious has already made the decision. Slowly the message relays to my body, and then to my mind. It’s time to find out where my dad goes at night.

      I quicken my steps as he nears the next corner, afraid of losing sight of him. The tempo of my heart speeds up. A surge of adrenaline heightens my senses.

      I can hear his shoes scuffing dully against the concrete sidewalk. The faint scent of his cologne carries on the wind. The change in his pocket jingles. Suddenly, he turns to his right, takes three steps, and then disappears into the shadows of the park.

      He’s gone by the time I catch up. Standing still, I listen to the night. Dry leaves scratch against each other in the breeze. Something scurries in a bush beside me. Then, very faintly, I hear the soft whisper of grass crushing underfoot.

      Following the sound, I catch a whiff of his cologne and know I’m on the right track. Parting branches, I creep along as quickly as I can without making too much noise. Then, in a clearing up ahead, I see him.

      When I see who he’s with, my heart leaps, sure that my dad has asked my friends for help with a surprise for me. Maybe this year he’ll remember my birthday. Or he’ll send me somewhere to celebrate graduation. My cheeks warm with a flush of happiness.

      But then I’m not quite sure what it is that I’m seeing. Because my brain refuses to process it.

      I feel dizzy. I try to swallow, but my throat is squeezed shut, the muscles refusing passage in either direction. It traps my cries of protest, preventing them from reaching the outside world. My ribs are too tight. I rub at the center of my chest, pull my bra away from my skin, but I can’t get any relief. It feels like a snake has wrapped around my body and is squeezing, constricting my airway. I can’t breathe.

      Tearing my eyes off the scene before me, I stumble away, branches scratching my arms and legs, thorns snagging at my clothes as I fight my way through the brush, making my own path to escape on. Then I’m running blindly through the park, not caring where I’m going as long as my feet carry me away.

      Muscle memory gets me home. My hands are shaking too bad to unlock the door—I keep dropping the keys. I decide to leave them, abandoning them in a heap on the doorstep as I wander around the side of the house.

      I trip over a rock, the same rock my dad cusses about every time he mows the yard. Bending, I pick it up, feel the weight of it in my palm, its surface both rough and smooth. It flings from my hand like a dart, straight through the living room window.

      I follow after it, breaking the rest of the glass with my bare fist. The cuts weep, crying blood, leaving a trail of dark teardrops across the carpet as I head toward the kitchen. Wrapping a dishtowel around my fist, I sit down at the table and wait.
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        * * *

      

      The front door slams, drawing me away from the safe place I’ve created in my mind, back to the world of the living. After a few blinks I’m able to focus my vision. My gaze lands on the towel still tightly wrapped around my hand. The bright red splotches have morphed into hard, rust-colored patches.

      “Amy?”

      I remain silent.

      “Amy?”

      There is no worry in the tone, only irritation.

      “Jesus, Amy, you could have answered me. You left your keys on the front stoop.”

      The keys land on the table next to the fingertips of my injured hand. Sonny whistles as he opens the refrigerator door, vanishing from view as he leans in to grab a beer. Straightening, he pops the top on the can and takes a long swig before shutting the door. He leaves the kitchen. I hear his feet crunch across the broken glass in the living room.

      “What the hell?”

      His head pops around the wall, into the kitchen.

      “What happened to the window?”

      For the first time, he notices the blood-soaked towel on my hand.

      “You need stitches?” When I don’t respond, he takes that as a no. “Well, then, clean it up. It’s not like we’ve got a maid service around here.”

      I snort. His eyes fly to mine, flashing with anger. Something he sees in my face quells it.

      “What the hell has gotten under your skin? Has some boy done something to you?” He enters the kitchen and slams his beer down on the table, liquid splashing over the aluminum mouth onto the cheap faux-wood laminate. “Well, what is it? Can’t you speak?”

      I try to set him on fire with my glare. When that doesn’t work, I let the words spill out of my mouth in slow syllables. “I. Saw. You.” I rise from the table so suddenly that my chair falls over backward, bouncing across the floor behind me. “With. Her.”

      I narrow my eyes to match his. Tighten my jaw to the same taut-muscled tension. Curl my fingers into fists, the skin over my wounds pulling tight. Square my feet until I’m mirroring his pugilistic stance.

      “So. What’s it to you? It’s none of your business.”

      “She’s my friend.”

      “Well, I guess she’s my friend, now, too.”

      “She’s a minor.”

      “I haven’t heard her complaining.”

      “You’re using her. You used me to get to her.”

      “Maybe she used you to get to me, did you ever think of that?”

      “You’re a pedophile. A pervert. Stop it or I’ll tell. I’m serious.”

      “Shut your fucking mouth before I shut it for you. And give me the respect I deserve. I’m the one that puts food on this table and keeps a roof over your head.”

      I roll my eyes. “Barely.”

      “Goddamn it.” Sonny flings his beer against the wall. It hits the China clock, the Portmeirion piece falling to the floor, shattering. It was one of the few things in this place that was my mom’s. One of the only things I had to remember her by.

      I look from the ruined clock to Sonny. His chest heaves with each breath. I can practically see steam curling from his nose like a cartoon bull. He’s never been violent before. Quick to anger, bad tempered, but he’s never thrown something before. He’s never hit me.

      But I always knew the potential was there, lurking like a hungry crocodile just below the surface. There’s a dark, hidden part of me that has always wanted to chum those waters.

      “Is that why you kept me around all these years? Because you knew that one day I’d be of some use to you? That once I got old enough I’d bring some fresh victims around for you to prey on?”

      “Ha. Don’t fool yourself, Amy. You’ve never been any use to me. I don’t know why the hell I kept you around. Sentimental, I guess. Maybe I thought you’d grow up to be like your momma, but I knew years ago you’d never be a thing like her. Not a piece of trash like you. She was a real lady.”

      The wad of spit hits his cheek before I realize I did it. That it came from me.

      His open hand strikes my face. I stumble back a couple of steps before catching my balance. My slapped cheek burns, but not nearly as much as his words.

      “I should have sold you to the Ripleys with your sister. The money would have done me a world more good than having some cheap memento hanging around.” His hand moves toward me again. I resist the urge to flinch. His palm cradles my chin. For a moment I think this small bit of tenderness is his way of apologizing. Then he spits, a gob of saliva gluing my eye shut. “Now make yourself useful for once and clean this shit up.”

      My one open eye stares at the scuffed toes of my worn sneakers. I stay motionless, waiting for him to leave. Once I hear the front door slam, the grumble of his old truck choke to life, I grab the towel from the table and use a clean corner to wipe my eye before I flush it with water at the sink.

      My mind is churning, my course of action plotting across an imaginary map. Most of all, though, my brain is turning one word over and over inside my head, like a globe spinning on its axis.

      Sister. He said I had a sister, that he sold my sister. Mo.

      There’s no other explanation. We look so much alike. We even have the same birthday.

      Why the hell didn’t he sell us together? Everything would have turned out different, better. Maybe she and I wouldn’t be so damned screwed up if our whole lives hadn’t been spent denying something that every cell in our body knew. A part of us was missing. A vital part. A twin.
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      Francine snakes a finger between two slats in the blinds and gives the top one a gentle lift, ducking her head down low so she can peek through the gap. The car is still there, parked at the curb. She lets the shade fall back in place, blowing out a deep breath as she backs away from the window.

      The man who went inside Liz’s house was obviously a cop. A detective.

      She wipes her sweaty palms absent-mindedly across the thighs of her jeans. Eyes her phone on the coffee table. Normally she would have already called half her contacts to dish that she’d seen a detective go into her neighbor’s house, but not this time.

      When she’d seen the suited man and realized what he was and what his presence most likely meant, her throat had grown tight, and her stomach had clenched into knots. Because he had to be questioning Liz about the body discovered at the old Ripley Manor, didn’t he? What else could it be?

      Swallowing hard, she makes a decision. Francine grabs the phone, but instead of dialing she shoves it into her purse and palms her keys. She needs to get out of here. She needs to think.

      Slinging the strap over her shoulder, she hurries through the house and flings the door open. Stumbles back several steps, knocking her hip painfully against the corner of the console table, which she’d thought would look classy but just makes the front entrance feel cramped. “Oh.”

      “Sorry if I took you by surprise, ma’am. I’m Detective Everett Johnson, from the Waverly Police Department.”

      Francine stares blankly at the man, a sour taste coating her tongue.

      “Are you Francine Blakely?”

      She nods.

      “I was wondering if I could come in and speak with you for a moment.”

      Her voice sounds high and shaky, strange to her own ears as she replies. “I’m afraid now’s not a good time. I’m on my way out.”

      “It will only take a moment.”

      She tries to think of a good excuse, but her brain fails her. She steps back to open the door wider, again bumping into the table. She swears she’s going to throw the thing out first chance she gets as the detective squeezes past her into the house.

      Showing him to the living room, she perches on the end of the sofa as he settles onto the couch across from her. He takes his time, slowing withdrawing a notebook and pen from his jacket pocket as Francine squirms. It feels like the silence is threatening to suffocate her, pushing down on her with the force of an elephant.

      “What’s this all about?” she finally asks.

      “You may have heard on the news about some remains that were recently recovered locally.”

      “What’s that got to do with me?”

      “It’s come to our attention that you may have known some of the people surrounding the case.”

      Francine’s lips feel dryer than they’ve ever felt before. She pushes them together, drawing them inside her mouth. Digs her fingernails into the palms of her hands, regretting her decision to chase Morgana Ripley down the other day when she saw her. She should have known better, kept her distance. Drawing a noisy breath through her nose, she says, “Someone told you that? Who?”

      “Your neighbor mentioned that you all went to high school together.”

      “Liz?” That bitch. But how had she known? Had she spotted Francine with Mo, decided to tell the detective about their friendship out of bitter jealousy? “Well, yes, we did go to school together, but we were hardly friends back then, Detective. We’re only civil now because of our daughters.”

      “Yes, she mentioned that, too.”

      Of course she would. “So I really don’t see how I could be of any help. I’d hardly be the one she’d ask to help her bury a body at her old friend’s house.”

      She was trying to lighten the mood, but she can tell, immediately, that it was the wrong thing to say. Detective Johnson straightens on the couch across from her. Scribbles something down in his notebook.

      “You said that you weren’t friends with your neighbor back in high school. What about the other girls in her group? Were you friends with them?”

      “Well, no, I wouldn’t say that exactly.”

      “Did you want to be?”

      She opens her mouth to answer, but can’t manage the lie. She nods slowly, finally manages to say, “I did think it would be nice. Yes.”

      “Did you ever feel frustrated that you weren’t welcomed into their group?”

      Francine feels a hot flush creeping up her neck, into her cheeks. She clears her throat, trying to curb her temper. “Well, of course I did, but that’s life, isn’t it? I certainly wouldn’t have helped them commit a crime or cover one up just to get them to like me.”

      He arches an eyebrow at her. “I never said you would. Tell me. What do you remember about Charamy Russo?”

      One memory in particular burns brighter than the rest. She quickly removes the scowl from her face, trying for a neutral expression. But she can’t help the anger that seeps into her response. “Amy? Oh, I don’t know. Probably the same thing everyone else remembers about her. That she was gorgeous and talented and was probably just about as perfect as she thought she was. Why? Did she say something about me?”

      “She didn’t say anything, Ms. Blakely.”

      Francine snorts. “She wouldn’t, would she?”

      “I suspect it’s more of a case that she couldn’t.”

      She sucks in a sharp breath at the implication.

      Detective Johnson stands, giving her an unreadable look as he stares down at her. “Well, this has been enlightening. Thank you for your time, Ms. Blakely. And please.” He draws a card from his pocket, sets it on the table in front of her when she fails to reach for it. “Give us a call and let us know if you plan to leave town anytime soon. I’ll be in touch.”

      She’s speechless as she watches him leave. But on the inside, she’s screaming.
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      I’m sitting in the back row of the auditorium, slouched down so no one will see me. On stage, scenes are shifting, changing, a jumble of chaos that the crew will work out by opening night. I have my physics book open to kill the time, balanced on top of my book bag on my lap.

      “Did I miss it?”

      I look toward the stage as Sami slips into the seat next to mine. Her whisper is louder and carries farther than her normal voice. Shaking my head, I close the textbook and slip it back into my bag.

      “No, not yet. Where’s Mo?”

      “Right here.”

      Mo drops heavily into the seat behind me. Leaning forward, she props her chin on my shoulder, leaning her head against mine. I wasn’t sure she would come.

      She and Amy have been arguing more and more lately, the battles getting nastier, more personal. Seeing my friends squaring off, out to draw blood from each other—it’s made me look at our friendship in a new light. The horrible, unflattering kind that they use in dressing rooms.

      I’d thought that what we had between us was special, but now I’m not so sure. And if I was wrong about that, what else am I fooling myself about? But then there are times, like this, when I can’t help but wonder if I’m not just being dramatic, because it all still feels so right.

      A crash up front draws our attention. The lights change from bright to dim. A spotlight appears center stage. Amy steps out from one of the wings, eyes wide, shoulders hunched, casting wary glances around the auditorium as she makes her way toward the circle of light.

      “There she is!” Sami grabs my arm.

      “Own it, Amy. Walk like you own the stage.” The command booms from the front row, where the drama teacher sits, flanked by a pair of pale-faced lackeys dressed in black.

      Amy lifts her head, tilting her chin up. She tosses her hair, pushes her shoulders down and back. The transformation is immediate. It makes her look like Mo.

      The music starts low, barely audible over the background noise. The notes build, gaining strength and speed. When Amy starts singing, all other sounds in the room cease. The hair on my arms rises. Sami’s fingers tighten their grip, digging into my flesh, but I don’t say anything. Like everyone else in the room, I’m enchanted.

      I don’t process another thought until the song is over. Then I reach over and pry Sami’s fingers open. They latch onto my hand instead of my arm, our fingers threading together the way they have thousands of times over the years.

      “Wow.” This time her whisper counts as a whisper. “She’s incredible.”

      “I know, right?” Mo sits back in her seat, bouncing up and down excitedly. She gives my shoulders a squeeze.

      On stage, Amy retreats to the wings. It’s been years since our school has put on a musical. This year they’re doing The Phantom of the Opera. Amy will star. We’ve always known that Amy would be famous. Now the rest of the school will, too.
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        * * *

      

      Amy comes home with me after school. I invited her over under the pretense of needing her to help me study for a test, but really, I just want to make sure she eats a good dinner. She keeps skipping lunch because she’s dieting. She’s been looking a little skinnier every week, and I’m starting to worry.

      I know it’s a lot of pressure, being up on stage in front of the entire school. And wanting to be a famous singer and actress, both professions where many of the people who aspire to succeed crash and burn. She wouldn’t be the first teenage girl to deny herself food thinking it would help her achieve her goals. I need to see her consume a full meal with my own eyes, for my peace of mind.

      Once we’re settled in my room, she turns an expectant look on me. “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “Your test. Did you want me to quiz you, or help you run through flashcards, or what?”

      The truth is that there is no test. I don’t even have any homework tonight. But I don’t want to tell her that.

      “Actually, I was doing the practice questions from the back of the book during seventh period, and it finally clicked.” I give her an embarrassed smile.

      “Oh. Well, if you don’t have anything else to do, do you want to help me run lines?”

      “Sure.” I study her profile as she rummages around in her book bag for her copy of the play. “Amy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You know that you’re gorgeous and uber talented and that you’re going to be a huge success, don’t you? Just as you are?”

      She cocks an eyebrow at me. “What brought all this on?”

      I can’t tell her that I’ve noticed how much weight she’s lost. So, instead, I say, “Well, I mean, you’re perfect, and I was just wondering?”

      “I can’t marry you, Liz. We’re too young.”

      I snort, then she snorts.

      “Seriously, though. Why do I feel like you’re buttering me up? What gives?” she asks.

      “I guess I kind of just wanted to ask about acting. I mean, you’re so good at it. And I feel like everything I think, or feel, is, like, completely obvious all the time.”

      “Well, it is. But that’s one of the things everyone loves about you.”

      “Yeah, but. What if I didn’t want to be so obvious? I want you to give me some pointers about acting.”

      “Okay.” Her eyes roll up in her head like she’s searching for some piece of profound thespian wisdom to impart on me. “The most important thing I can tell you about acting is to pretend.” Catching my expression, she says, “Seriously.”

      “But, there’s, like, a butt ton of bad actors out there.”

      “Yeah, but that’s because they’re trying to act.”

      “You lost me.”

      “The thing about acting is that you don’t just do it when you’re on stage. You’ve got to fake it all the time. Like, in everyday life. Everyone else is. And if you learn to do it well enough, they’ll never know that you are, too.”

      It makes a certain kind of sense. It’s almost genius in its simplicity. But at the same time, I can’t help wondering—what exactly is it that she’s faking? And how much of the girl I know is pretend?
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      I stare wistfully at the door to my cage, the tiny wood-paneled box where I grade papers and hold my office hours at the local community college, wishing I could escape. Or at the very least, leave early. But knowing my luck, if I did, one of the students failing one of my classes would choose to stop by, then lodge a complaint against me when I wasn’t there, use it to get their grade raised. No, I better just suck it up and stay here. God, I hate my job.

      Other than teaching, I also sell my soul by working for the local government as a Cultural Resource Consultant, determining whether any archaeological sites uncovered in the area should be conserved and studied or bulldozed over for whatever road or strip mall some contractor wants to build over it. If it paid more, I wouldn’t be sitting here right now. But with an ounce of luck, one day soon they’ll uncover an important site in a primo location, and I’ll be able to leverage my decision for a nice payday.

      I wasn’t always like this. There was a time when I thought old things were worth saving. That’s why I returned to my hometown after graduating college, despite knowing that doing so would have a detrimental impact on my career options. But I couldn’t stop myself, I had to come back. Besides, it wasn’t like I could escape the memories of what happened by living somewhere else. They were always there, lurking in my mind, haunting me.

      So, I did it. I came home. And as a heavy fist bangs against my office door, and a man who is most definitely a cop enters the tiny room without waiting for an invitation, I regret, not for the first time, that decision. I should have stayed as far away as I could have and never come home.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Johnson sits across from me in the threadbare, green corduroy armchair that I keep for students. He’s fingering a worn spot on the arm, making it worse. His foot is tapping a rapid staccato against the floor. He’s driving me absolutely crazy. Every ounce of willpower I have is focused on not asking him to stop. My body is literally vibrating with the urge to grab his hand and his knee and make him hold still.

      I catch him looking out the window and I’m even more irritated that he’s wasting my time. Then I realize that he’s watching my reflection. He’s trying to annoy me. He’s trying to throw me off my game. And now I’m hot and panicked and paranoid because he obviously has a plan, and I have no idea what it is.

      “Tell me about the group. Your friendship.”

      He’s already questioned me about the circumstances under which Amy left. I’ve told him about how talented she was, how she left for L.A. to pursue her singing career, leaving as soon as she’d turned eighteen. How I’d been hurt that she hadn’t tried to keep in touch besides sending a random postcard here and there, but that I understood she was busy fulfilling her dreams. But it’s not what he wants to hear, and now he’s punishing me, grating on my nerves because I’m not giving him what he thinks I should.

      “What would you like to know?”

      “What kind of friends were you?”

      I stare out the window, watching a hawk soar across the sky. “We were the kind of friends that most people think only happen in books.” I know my voice has a faraway sound. I hear it. My words sound like they were spoken by some stoned hippie.

      “Books?”

      I stop watching the bird and meet Detectives Johnson’s eyes. “TV? Movies?”

      “So, pretend?”

      “No. Like good, lifelong friends who love each other and would do anything for each other.”

      “So, unrealistic?”

      “Yes. I think that for most people it would be.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Most people don’t even put their children or their spouses’ needs before their own anymore. To put three other people before yourself, as little girls and teenagers… I just don’t think most people are capable of being that selfless.”

      “Selfless?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you would have done anything for each other?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you just spoke of being lifelong friends. But the four of you aren’t friends now. It’s been fifteen years since either you or your friend Liz have heard the sound of the other two’s voices.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “You told me.”

      “You’ve talked to Liz?” I can’t believe her! She had to have known he’d be coming to see me next. The least she could have done was give me some warning.

      “I have. And as far as I can tell, all four of you fell out of contact very suddenly. There wasn’t a long, drawn-out period where you get together a little less often, the phone calls made farther apart. There was no weaning process. So that tells me that something bad happened. Something bad enough to rip your little fairy-tale friendship to shreds.”

      “It wasn’t like that. You make it sound so… calculated. So final.”

      “And it’s not?”

      “No. It’s not. Put any of us in a room together and it will be like no time at all has passed. Like we’ve never been apart.”

      “But you have.”

      “Yes, but not for any specific reason. Because we grew up and went different directions. Our friendship didn’t end. It just went into stasis.”

      “Stasis?”

      I nod.

      “I hear what you’re saying, Ms. Warner, honestly, I do. But I have to tell you the truth. I don’t believe one word of it.”

      I try to adjust my face, try to conceal my shock, but I know I’ve already given myself away. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

      “Yeah, me too. But picture things from my point of view.” Detective Johnson sits forward in the chair, leaning over my desk. “You see, on the one hand, I have you sitting here telling me how close you all were, how much you loved each other. On the other hand, I have a set of remains with a bullet hole in the skull.”

      I feel myself flinch as he says the word bullet.

      “So far, all signs point to these remains belonging to one of these friends of yours, a friend who supposedly left right around the time you all coincidentally stopped talking. You see, to me, that’s more than suspicious. Add to that the fact it never struck you as odd that you never even received a call or a text from—”

      “She sent postcards.”

      “Anyone can send a postcard. I can mail you one as soon as I leave here, sign it Justin Bieber, but that doesn’t mean that the Beebs sent you something. No offense, but if you really expect me to believe that you cared about that girl at all, you’re crazy.”

      He had me until then. Detective Johnson could have gotten anything he wanted out of me, up until the moment when he questioned my love for my friends. Hatred flows through my veins, hardening them like ice, fortifying me.

      “You’re welcome to your opinion, Detective, as wrong as it may be. But since the truth isn’t going to change, and you’ve decided not to believe it, I don’t think there’s anything left to say.”

      He stands, using his height advantage to stare down at me, like I’m an ant under a microscope. I glare right back at him until he breaks eye contact and heads for the door. His hand on the knob, he pauses and looks back at me.

      “I will find out what happened that night, Ms. Warner. I promise you that.”

      With those words he leaves, the door closing behind him with a small click. I bite my tongue to keep from yelling, to try and control my temper. I bite it harder as the tears come, teeth gripping into the flesh with a firm pressure, not hard enough to justify the pain I’m in.

      The man is a bully. How dare he question the strength of our bond just because he doesn’t understand it? Everything we did that night was done out of love. Even if it wasn’t the right thing.
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AMY THEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1999

      

      

      Even though it’s mid-April it’s a bitterly cold day, winter hanging on with a vengeance that suggests spring will never come. I pull my thin sweater tighter, scowling at the gray sky, as I continue the lonely climb up the steep hill. Lonely, and dangerous. There’s no sidewalk, and the cars take the winding road too fast, tires squealing as they veer around the curves, drifting over the line.

      I know the drivers see me, but no one stops. Why would they? I don’t belong here, and they know it.

      Still, I dare to hope. There’s a blister on my baby toe that makes each step painful. My skin is chapped from the icy wind, my runny nose stinging the raw flesh of my upper lip. The strap of my purse cuts deep into my shoulder. My burden felt too heavy to carry even before I started this journey.

      But it’s too late to turn back. I’m almost there.

      I stop outside the fence and stare through the bars. A fountain depicting a scene from Greek mythology sits before a towering brick house, surrounded by lush perennial gardens coaxed into bloom despite the season. It seems like another world. But is it a better one? I wish I knew.

      Punching in the code, I stand back, waiting for the iron gate to swing open. Squeezing through as soon as the gap is large enough, I hurry up the drive, looking forward to getting out of the cold and off my feet. I still haven’t thought of a good story, and I can’t tell the truth. But I’ve always been good at winging it. Hopefully, this time will be no different.

      My ankles complain as I haul myself up the front steps, my calves threatening to go into spasm. I wouldn’t consider myself out of shape. I suspect the long hike, up what is practically a mountain in near-freezing conditions, would have sapped even an athlete’s strength. Or maybe that’s just a lie I’m telling myself; obviously I’m not that fit. There’s no time to think about it as I ring the doorbell.

      I can’t remember ever ringing the bell before, or even using the front door, but the side entrance doesn’t have a ringer and she isn’t expecting me. Maybe I should have called first. I probably should have. But she might have asked too many questions, she might have tried to talk me out of it, and I couldn’t allow that to happen.

      Wrapping my arms tight around myself, I shift from foot to foot, wondering if maybe she’s out, if this was all for nothing, if I’d be able to get up my nerve and my strength to do this again. I conclude that I wouldn’t, that if this falls through I’ll use it as a sign to abandon the plan completely, and strangely, there’s an odd kind of relief that comes with the decision. Then the door opens.

      “Amy.” Mo frowns at me, then leans forward, peering to look down the drive, obviously searching for the others. When she realizes it’s just me, that I’m alone, her expression turns to one of concern. “Jesus. Did you walk all the way here?”

      I nod and try to say yes, but my teeth are chattering too hard to get the word out. She pulls me inside and ushers me into the living room.

      “Your sweater feels damp, we should get you out of it.” She tugs on one of my cuffs, pulling the sleeve down my arm and over my wrist, and gasps. “What’s that?”

      I jerk the sweater back up, covering the bruises.

      “What the hell was that?”

      I study the floor as I say, “It’s nothing.” But we both know it’s not. There’s no disguising the purple fingerprints still darkening my skin hours after the hand released me.

      Mo growls in disapproval and gathers a plush blanket off the back of the couch, draping it over my shoulders. “Is that nothing, too?” she asks, running a fingertip lightly over my cheekbone where the concealer I applied obviously isn’t doing its job.

      “Mo—”

      “Don’t,” she cuts me off. “Don’t try to tell me it’s not a big deal. Don’t tell me not to worry.”

      “I wasn’t going to.” Looking up, I catch her by the hand and hold it in my own. “Not this time.”

      “We should call the cops.”

      I shake my head sadly. “That’ll only make it worse.”

      “But—”

      “I only have to hold on a little bit longer.” I’ll be eighteen, we both will, in less than six weeks. The end is on the horizon.

      “I don’t understand how this happened. It wasn’t always like this, was it?”

      It wasn’t. But I can’t tell her why things changed, how bad they’ve been since I found out about what Sonny’s done. I can’t tell her that she’s my sister. Not quite yet.

      Because as much as I’ve resented Mo, as many times as I’ve done horrible things that I let other people blame on her, she loves me. And she always has. I need to show that I deserve to be her twin. I need to earn it.

      If she knew exactly how difficult my life had become, or why, she’d go over there right now and kill him. And I can’t let her do that. This is my mess to take care of.

      I owe her this. To solve this problem for both of us. Then we’ll both be free.

      “I need you to hold on to something for me.”

      Reaching into my purse, I pull out the weapon, still wrapped in its oilcloth, and hand it to her. Her eyes widen when she feels the weight of it, nostrils flaring as the acrid odor hits her nose. “What is it?” A second later she answers her own question. “A gun! Jesus, Amy, what the hell are you doing with this?”

      She stares down at the firearm in her hand, seemingly unable to take her eyes off it. “I don’t want this. I can’t have it around.”

      “Mo, please. Just for a little while.”

      Just so I’m not tempted to use it on him. Just so he can’t use it on me.

      She looks at me, really looks, and sees the desperation on my face. “Is it loaded?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure how to check.”

      “Does it… do I have to keep it in the house?”

      I shake my head. “I was thinking we could keep it out back.” Even though I don’t say it, she knows what I mean. In the clochán. That way I could still get to it if I needed it. If I could manage to make my way back up here, that is.

      “And it’s… just for a little while?”

      “Yes. I promise. Just until we graduate, and I can leave his house.”

      Her lips blanch into a thin white line as she presses them together, thinking. “All right then,” she agrees. Just like I knew she would.
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SAMI NOW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2014

      

      

      That cop really did a number on my head. I’ve called in sick the last three days, unable to be surrounded by the naïve faces of my students, or jail myself in that tiny little box of an office. But I can’t make myself stay at home, either.

      The truth is, I know this is far from over, and I don’t want to be anywhere that detective can find me when it’s time for round two. So I have no destination in mind as I get behind the wheel of my car this morning, no goal other than to put some space between me and anyone who might want to ask me any questions.

      I head out of town, needing a change of scenery. Seeking complete isolation. I take a random exit off the highway and, after a series of unfamiliar turns, find myself coasting down a two-lane stretch of asphalt, no break in the trees lining the road within sight. Perfect.

      The white trunks of birch and maple blur as I increase the pressure on the accelerator. A few maples have already taken the fall plunge, bursts of red, orange, and yellow splattered like paintballs among the green leaves. I turn the radio off, my thoughts wandering to the soundtrack of tires grinding over the road.

      Somehow, I end up thinking about fathers.

      Liz’s dad was a big, bald, bear of a man with a jolly smile and a rock-hard beer gut, who never passed up the opportunity to tease us. He’d call us heartbreakers and fairy princesses and tell us how much better it was to raise a little girl after so many boys, because girls were just all around better.

      He put a Band-Aid on my elbow once when I was seven, after I’d slid down the tree in their backyard. I didn’t really need it, it was just a tiny little scrape that wasn’t even bleeding, but he made a huge fuss over what a brave girl I was, swooping me up in his arms, making siren noises as he carried me to the bathroom and sat me on the counter and then, when I couldn’t choose between a Barbie and a My Little Pony bandage, he put them both on me, one on each arm.

      To be loved like that.

      Even Mo’s dad made an effort when he was around. He never failed to gush over what beautiful ladies we all were, while Mo’s mom stood off to the side, smiling stiffly in an outfit she didn’t want to risk getting mussed by the children.

      Then there was Sonny. Amy’s mom died shortly after giving birth to her. Amy never really knew anything about her, only what she could glean from a few old letters and a stack of dog-eared pictures she stole from her dad’s dresser. Sonny couldn’t talk about her mom without shutting down, could never fight his way through his emotions to tell Amy what her mom’s favorite color was, or favorite song.

      But of all the dads, he was around the most. That was probably because he had to be, as a single parent, but I think we were all jealous of the face time Amy got with her dad. I know I was.

      The truth is, I can barely remember my father. No matter how hard I try, his face is a blur, like when they try to protect a witness’ identity on TV, which is strange, because I was twenty-eight when he died. I’ve seen pictures, I know what he’s supposed to have looked like, but to me he was never the smiling man from the photographs.

      At his funeral, someone came up and told me how much they were going to miss Carl. I stopped myself just before asking, “Who’s Carl?”, making the connection and answering my own question at the last second. Carl is the man in the casket. It didn’t even seem strange to me that I didn’t recognize my own father’s name.

      In my memories, his voice is like thunder, a loud, angry crack. “Why isn’t she in bed, Lorraine?” “What’s she still doing up?” “Why is she here?” Never addressing me, always asking my mom why I hadn’t been removed from the room before he entered it.

      He was a good provider, though, I know that much. After I was born, my mom didn’t have to go back to work. Once I was in school she dabbled at the law firm where they had met, taking a case here and there, but it was clear that her main job was me. Mainly, making sure that my father never had to come in contact with me. No matter how good I tried to be, how sweet, how quiet, how smart, it never mattered. I wasn’t wanted.

      My mom made endless excuses for him. She always had a lie ready for why he wasn’t at my birthday party, why he couldn’t make it to my recital, why his voice was so different when he talked to her at night after he came home from work, laughing and joking but only appearing once I was removed for the night, in bed. Why he couldn’t be bothered to attend my high school or college graduations.

      It wasn’t until I gained the wisdom that comes with age that I realized that my father was one of those people who had no need for people he couldn’t use. And that way of life seemed to work out for him just fine, which seems, perhaps, the most important lesson he taught me in life—seek out those who can serve a purpose.

      So maybe he never told me I was smart, or pretty, or even a worthwhile human being. Never gave me a kiss or a hug. I know that there are a lot of worse things to experience than a parent’s indifference, that I was fortunate to never know hunger or what it was like to be beaten. But I’ve also never known what it’s like to have a normal, healthy relationship with a man.

      But now, for only the second time in my life, I feel like maybe I could. Like I actually want to. It took a long time for my heart to heal after losing my first love, and I’ll never forget the man who made me feel so alive, but maybe it’s time to finally move on.

      The more I think about it, the more excited I get. The man I’ve been seeing lately is actually kind of perfect for me. I’d never considered taking the next step and getting truly serious with him because of his family, but they’re not a problem anymore. So what’s stopping us?

      Absolutely nothing.

      I pull a U-turn in the middle of the road, eager to get back to town. To start my new life. Because suddenly, I have a destination in mind after all. Happiness.
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LIZ THEN
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      It happened the same week Amy was to make her debut in the Longfellow High School performance of The Phantom of the Opera. Her dad was at work, driving a forklift like he had done for the past seventeen years, when his heart stopped beating. It was the day of his thirty-ninth birthday. He was dead on the spot.

      I just can’t believe it. I’m still in shock. I’d been over there that very morning, helping Amy make him a special breakfast for his birthday, and he’d looked fine.

      Now he’s gone, and I can’t stop wondering—if Amy had known what was going to happen, would she still have asked me to come over? Does she resent that the final moments she got to spend with her dad were shared with me? Could a part of her hate me for that?

      My mom can’t stop talking about the devastating tragedy. It’s thrown her into a downward spiral of worrying about my dad’s health, and her own since they’re both older than Sonny was, every sniff or sneeze or random body pain sending her into a panic. And then there’s her concern for Amy.

      Yesterday, I stopped by the house to grab some more clothes to take over to Sami’s, where we’ve all been staying since it happened. Catching Amy’s name as I passed by my parents’ bedroom, I backtracked and pushed my ear against the door so I could hear their whispered words.

      They were discussing Amy’s situation. Our high school graduation is in five weeks. Amy will be eighteen in three, her birthday, by some strange twist of fate, falling on the exact same day as Mo’s. The rent on the house she lives in is already past due.

      I held my breath as they debated whether they could swing feeding another mouth with one son in college, another in grad school, and me heading off in the fall. I crushed my tears with clenched fists as I listened to them to reach their decision—maybe Sami’s parents could continue to keep her.

      Now I’m standing beside a hole in the earth, a violent gash in the soil of reality, one link in a chain of teenaged girls dressed in black. With one arm hooked through Amy’s and the other through Mo’s. I feel the shudder that runs through Amy as the casket starts its journey into the ground. Can feel her weight sag against my shoulder as we prop each other up as it disappears from view.

      When the service is over, Sami, Mo, and I stand off to the side, waiting for Amy while people offer her their condolences on their way out. My parents are talking to Sami’s over by the cars. I turn my back, not wanting to watch.

      “Ugh. How much longer do you think this is gonna take?”

      Sami and I both look at Mo in disbelief.

      “What? I’ve got other things I’d like to do besides waste my whole day out here.”

      I stare at her a moment while I find my voice. “Jesus, Mo, Amy’s dad just died. Can you maybe muster up a little sympathy?”

      “Why? Because her dad died? So what, it happens. It’s not like he was dad of the year or anything. She didn’t even like him.”

      “Mo!”

      “Seriously. I’m lucky if I see my parents once a year. You don’t see me crying, do you?”

      “Your parents are still alive,” Sami says.

      “No, Mo, you don’t cry. We spend every single weekend of our lives babying you at your house just to keep that from happening.” I regret the words as soon as they escape, but it’s too late to rein them back in.

      “You know what? Fuck you, Liz. Seriously. Like you’re so perfect.”

      Sami and I stand side by side, watching Mo stomp off across the cemetery. The back of her hand brushes mine, and I know that she wants me to hold it, but I can’t. I’m empty. I’ve nothing left to give.

      “What should we do?” Sami knows, but she wants me to say it. So I do.

      “What can we do? We let her go.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, we squish together in Sami’s bed. We used to do this all the time, playing how many ways can four little girls fit in one bed, but it’s been years since the last time. It’s a much tighter fit now, and there’s only three of us tonight. Mo isn’t here.

      My heart feels like a hole has been punched through the middle. I can’t handle anymore grief right now. I wish she were here beside me, holding my hand. But she’s not. And I feel paralyzed by loss as I lay shoulder to shoulder with Sami and Amy.

      The lights are off, the room pitch black, but I know my friends are still awake. I can feel it in the air, an electric energy of nerves, the static crackle of tension and words left unsaid. I answer the question that’s on everyone’s lips.

      “You’re going to be okay, Amy.” It might be a lie.

      “Am I?” She knows I may be lying. I can hear it in her voice.

      “Yes. You are.”

      “I don’t feel like I am.”

      “It takes time,” Sami says.

      Silence blankets over us once again.

      “He was seeing someone, you know.” Amy’s voice cracks the quiet like an egg. “I don’t know who, but I wish I did. I’d like to tell her, make sure that she knows what happened.”

      “I’m sure she does,” Sami says.

      I hear Sami’s words, the uncharacteristic strength in her voice when she spoke, and feel a sickening lurch in my gut. I hadn’t realized before, but now I think I do. I think I know exactly what it means. And nothing good can come of it.
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      Francine frowns down at the cold cup of coffee on the table before her, lost in thought. Wishing she had told the detective that Liz was secretive. That Sami was easily manipulated. Even that Mo, finally, at last her friend after all these years, had always had a wicked temper.

      That any of them could have been a killer. But instead, she’d taken the light of suspicion and shined it on herself. Stupid.

      One of them is probably talking to him right now. Telling him about that night.

      It’s not fair.

      A part of her had known better than to go to the party. Even her own mother had suggested that she not. She hadn’t been invited. But who had?

      Besides. It was senior year. And as she’d parked along the road, joining the throng of fellow classmates as they climbed the hill and flooded through the gates of Ripley Manor, she knew she had made the right decision.

      Opulence surrounded her as she stepped through the double front doors, thrown wide to the crowd, and into a foyer the likes of which she’d never seen. A crystal chandelier caught the light and sparkled overhead. A set of stairs curved along the sides of the room, meeting in the middle. And though streamers had been zigzagged across the top along with a sign saying “off limits”, it was that forbidden space that Francine knew she had to go.

      She had to find Morgana Ripley’s inner sanctum. She had to see it, just once. Just so she could picture herself there and imagine what it would be like, hanging out with the girls she so desperately wanted to be friends with.

      Clusters of teenagers huddled on the stairs, trying to avoid the mob below. And though she didn’t know any of them, she climbed up to join them, lingering on the edge of one group, then the next, and finally the one closest to the top. If the kids thought she was being weird, she couldn’t tell. Then again, they probably didn’t even notice her. She was good at flying under the radar. At lurking like a ghost, unnoticed and unwanted.

      She waited several minutes, working up her nerve, before casually stepping closer to the crepe-paper barricade, creeping nearer and nearer until the streamers moved with her breath. Then she sat, pretending to tie her shoe. Looked around to make sure no one was watching. And entered the prohibited territory.

      She still remembers the way her heart had hammered against her ribs as she pressed herself into the shadows. The feel of the walls as she trailed her fingers along them. The strange heat of the doorknob, as if there were a fire on the far side, as she wrapped her palm around it and turned.

      She’d gasped when she saw them. The couple parted in surprise. The boy had laughed. Whether at her embarrassment or his partner’s, she couldn’t say. She’d felt herself wilting under Mo’s gaze as she struggled to find her voice and apologize, but then she’d noticed.

      The bangs were wrong. They weren’t quite long enough to tuck behind her ear, but as their owner tried, she revealed a small birthmark on her neck. “Amy?”

      The boy had laughed harder until he caught the girl’s expression. “Huh?” He’d squinted at her. Scratched his head. Taken a step away, toward the door. “I think I’m gonna go get a drink.”

      And then he was gone.

      Francine had glanced nervously at the room around her, still, despite her faux pas, trying to claim her prize, to take it all in, but she couldn’t absorb the details she’d been after because the girl standing across from her was seething. Anger burned bright in her eyes and, for a second, Francine had thought she’d gotten it wrong. That it was Mo she had walked in on. But it couldn’t be.

      “Amy, I’m so sorry. Really.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      It was the first time the girl had spoken, and though she sounded like Mo, there was something off. Something wrong. And that’s when she realized—Amy was trying to impersonate her cousin.

      “It’s—I’m Francine. We’ve gone to school together for years. Listen, Amy, I won’t tell anyone, I promise.”

      “There’s nothing to tell. Now get out of my room.”

      Feeling suddenly emboldened, she’d said, “Oh, so you live here now, too?”

      Hands fisted on her hips, Amy tried one of Mo’s signature hair tosses. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Nothing. But you’re speaking just a little too fast if you want to pull it off. And when Mo tosses her hair, she shrugs her shoulder just a little bit afterwards. And you should probably cover that birthmark on your neck, because that’s a dead giveaway.”

      “Oh. My. God. You’re a stalker.”

      “No, I’m not. I just—”

      “Then what? You’re in love with my cousin?”

      It should have been a victory, getting Amy to admit that she’d been right, but it didn’t feel like anything to celebrate. “No, I—”

      “You’re pathetic, is what you are.”

      She had thought Amy was nice. Sweet, even if she failed to notice Francine just as much as the others did. And so maybe she felt embarrassed, and ashamed, and backed into a corner, but it was clear now that her claws were just as sharp as her friends’ were.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll go now.”

      “Good. Go all the way home, little piggie. Because you do not want to be around when I tell Mo about this.”

      And so she’d run out of the room, ducked under the streamers, but not far enough, ripping some as she raced down the stairs and out of the house. When she’d gotten home, her eyes swollen and puffy, skin sticky with dried tears and snot, she’d found a piece of crepe paper trailing from the bottom of one of her shoes.

      She still has it, pressed between the pages of her yearbook. Marking Amy Russo’s page.

      And now, if that detective can be believed, Amy’s dead. And she’s sure that he’s been told all about Francine’s motive.
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      Everything feels out of control. Nothing is as it should be. Life has just gotten so… real. It’s flinging one thing after the next at me like an angry monkey and there’s no way I can escape, nowhere to hide.

      It’s been two weeks since Sonny died. Mo still isn’t speaking to me. And the wound still feels so raw.

      I don’t know what I expected, maybe it should have been this, but it wasn’t. Broken, yes, but not completely shattered. How can I force myself to move on when each breath is such a struggle? I need my best friend.

      I thought everything would be okay, eventually. I knew it would take a while, but I thought that, one day, things would get back to normal. But I’m starting to worry that will never happen. That this is the new normal. I don’t think I could live with that, because this, the way things are now, is horrible.

      Every night, Sami, Amy, and I pack into in Sami’s full-sized bed, but I haven’t been sleeping. My body feels heavy and sluggish. When I move, it’s with a weariness I’m unaccustomed to, like an injured person dragging their body against its will. I’m just so tired.

      Last night, I heard Sami whisper in the dark, when she thought Amy and I were sleeping. She said, “What if things are never the same again?” So I know I’m not alone. I know that we’re both trying to push our worry and grief aside for Amy’s sake. I just wish we could go back in time and have things back the way they used to be.

      This is the end of our senior year. We’re supposed to be focused on the prom we’ve spent years dreaming about and Mo and Amy’s eighteenth birthday bash next week, on our graduation at the end of the month. We’re supposed to be having the best time of our lives, not the worst.

      Another surge of nausea rolls over me. I can feel it building. I feel it rising, curling, cresting. Running to the bathroom, I throw my arms around the cool porcelain rim of the toilet just in time as the wave breaks.
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      I sit on the couch, staring at the TV, but the TV isn’t on. I wouldn’t be able to focus on watching anything even if it were. There are too many other, more important things that I need to watch. What I say. What I do. How I act.

      It feels like I’m walking a tightrope, and one end is on fire. Trying to keep my balance and stay ahead of the flames is exhausting. I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to do it. How did everything turn into such a mess?

      “Hey, Mom?”

      I turn toward my daughter, elated to hear the sound of her voice, thrilled at her use of the M-word. There’s no denying that things have been tense between us since she found out the truth about her father. I’d meant to sit her down, have another talk with her, a better talk, but my mind’s been such a mess since that detective stopped by a few days ago that I haven’t been able to think straight.

      “Yeah, baby?”

      Her brows are creased low over a frown, forehead wrinkled with confusion. She crosses the room toward me, holding a piece of paper out in front of her. My vision tunnels as I see it. A high-pitched ringing fills my ears.

      “What’s this?”

      She holds the page out to me. I feel myself shirk back involuntarily, like she’s brandishing a snake. I know I should take it from her, but I can’t make myself move yet, my limbs paralyzed by dread.

      The shadow of the words are visible through the paper. It’s another one of those notes. From her.

      “Where’d you find that?”

      “It was on the table out back. Pinned under a rock. Why? Weren’t you the one who put it there? Was someone in our yard?”

      I didn’t put it there. Which means that someone was trespassing in our yard, she was, but I don’t want Olivia to worry. So I lie.

      It feels like I’m cracking ice cubes out of a tray as I push my mouth into a smile, the skin and muscles of my face hard and rigid and moving in stages. I force myself to reach out and grab the paper. “Of course it was me, honey.”

      “But why? Who’s it for?”

      “Well, I’m not quite sure. I found it blowing around in the yard earlier. It must have come over from a neighbor’s house. I meant to bring it inside and throw it away, but I got distracted. I guess I forgot all about it and left it out there.”

      “Geez. I wonder which of them it was meant for. It seems kind of sinister, don’t you think?”

      I stare down at the open page.

      
        
        Confess now. While you still can.

        

        XXO ∞

      

      

      Alarm bells go off inside my head because Olivia’s right. There is something distinctly threatening about the letter. But what is it that she’s trying to accomplish? She can’t possibly want me to tell the truth. We all took a part in what happened that night. If I tell the police what I know, we’ll all go down for it.

      Then it hits me, the realization striking so hard that it takes my breath away. I fold the paper so I can’t see the words anymore and focus on not betraying the shock that I feel. She wants me to take the blame. For everything.

      “It’s probably nothing,” I say, hoping my daughter doesn’t notice the tremor in my voice. “Most likely something silly, like who took the last cookie, or something.”

      Olivia smiles, liking the idea. “Bet you’re right. Hey. Is it okay if I go over to Gina’s?”

      “Is your homework done?”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s fine then.” Her blonde ponytail swings from side to side as she skips out of the room. “Oh, but Olivia?”

      She stops at the threshold, turns reluctantly to face me, her expression tense, obviously expecting me to assign her a chore before she leaves.

      “Do me a favor and don’t say anything about the note to her, okay? You don’t want to embarrass her if this is Francine’s way of dealing with a cookie thief.”

      A wide grin spreads across my daughter’s face. Her eyes roll toward the ceiling, her head shaking from side to side as she chuckles. “Yeah, right. You and I both know that would never happen.” She spins on her heel, calling over her shoulder, “We’d hear the firing squad all the way over here if they ever ran out of cookies in that house.”

      The second the front door slams behind her, the smile vanishes from my face like water down a drain. I wipe at the sweat that’s gathered at my hairline, then snatch up the note and tear it into tiny shreds, squeezing the scraps inside my damp fist. I should never have had to lie to my daughter like that. Thank God she believed me.

      But then again, you’re supposed to be able to trust adults—that’s what makes it so easy to get kids to believe what you want them to. Like Santa Claus. Or the Easter bunny. Or that what you’re doing is okay, even when it’s clearly not.

      As I watched my daughter grow, as I saw the innocent way she viewed the world, how she looked at the adults around her for guidance, I realized how much I’d been wronged. How I just blindly believed what I was told. Like Olivia had so easily accepted my explanation just now.

      But I’m not manipulating her for my own selfish agenda. I’m just trying to keep my daughter safe.

      And no part of that includes taking the sole blame for a crime that is not my own. She’s made a very bad mistake if she thinks I’m going to let that happen. I’m not the girl I used to be. I’m not the girl she used to know.

      I carry the letter to the bathroom and dump the pieces in the toilet. Watch as they circle the bowl before finally being sucked away. I’ve been scared plenty of times before. But it’s been a long time since I let that stop me.
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      I skip seventh period so I can wait for her outside of her class. Lingering just to the side of the classroom door, I keep my eyes peeled for any teachers or administrators roaming the hallways, a pilfered bathroom pass crumpled in my pocket. But no one comes, the corridor deathly silent, making me think of those movies Sami likes where people wake up and find out that they’re one of the last ones left on earth.

      I don’t like those films, never have. There’s something too eerie about them, too depressing and lonely. I’m not sure I’d want to struggle and fight to stay alive if everyone else was gone. What would be the point?

      But the solitude gives me plenty of time to think. There has to be a way to patch things up. I have to make things better. This is the first time there’s been a rift in our friendship like this, and we’re all suffering from it.

      The bell rings, and the door slams open. I take a step back, watching, waiting, falling into step beside Mo as she exits the classroom. She glances over at me, and for a brief second, I see it—she’s as hopeful as I am. Then it passes, her face hardening into a stony expression.

      “What do you want?” she asks, quickening her pace like she’s trying to lose me.

      I jog a couple of steps to keep up. “World peace. But I’d settle for having my best friend back.”

      Her throat stretches as she swallows hard. She keeps her gaze focused straight ahead.

      “Mo, I am so, so sorry that I upset you. You have to believe me.”

      “Fine.”

      “And forgive me?”

      She ignores me as we reach her locker. Her tapered fingers deftly spin the lock. She jerks the door open, narrowly missing my face. I watch her through the vents as she shoves her books inside. Her porcelain skin has turned a soft shade of pink. Her usually full, naturally rose-colored lips are pressed into a thin white line.

      Slamming the metal slab shut, she finally looks at me. “You really hurt my feelings.”

      “I know.”

      “You were way harsh. I didn’t deserve that.”

      “I know that, too.”

      I wish there was a way to make her understand. But I can’t. Because I’ve vowed to take that deep, dark secret with me to the grave.

      Her mouth screws up into a knot as she studies my face. Then her granite façade crumbles. Her lower lip quivers and her eyes turn shiny. “You made me feel like I was all alone. No matter how bad things have ever gotten before, I’ve never felt like that. Abandoned by you.”

      “Oh, Mo.” I wrap my arms around her. Her body is rigid against mine. “I would never abandon you. Not ever. Even when we’re old and gray and senile, I’ll be the stranger sitting beside you, holding your hand. You’ll never be rid of me.”

      “Promise?”

      I tighten my hug. Try to ignore the weird girl standing by the lockers directly across from us, watching. “I swear it.”

      Mo relaxes in my embrace. Returns it. Sniffs loudly in my ear. “I’m going to wipe my snotty nose on you, okay?”

      I can’t help smiling. “It would be an honor.”

      Then I feel the pressure on my shoulder, the dampness on my shirt, and I jump back, squealing. “I didn’t think you were actually going to do it!”

      She grins. “Well then, I guess the honor is all mine.”

      We giggle in the way we always have, with abandon, completely unconcerned with being cool or mature, or even how goofy we appear to others. Though judging from the way that girl is still staring at us… I’m pretty sure her name is Francine. I’ve seen her hanging around us before, on the fringe, but she’s never been so obvious about it. It’s kind of creepy.

      Our eyes meet, and she takes a step forward, toward us. “Uh-oh. I think we have a fan club,” I mutter to Mo under my breath.

      “Huh? Who?” She turns just as Francine reaches us. Eyeing her with a haughty look and using her bitchiest tone, she says, “Uh, hello. May we help you?”

      Francine’s face turns an unflattering shade of red, accentuating the puffiness of her cheeks. Her small, beady eyes appear black, like they’re all pupil. Her tongue darts nervously out of her mouth, giving her a reptilian quality.

      But I have to give her credit. Her voice is bright and perky as she says, “Hey, guys. I was just wondering if you wanted to go grab a coffee? Or we could get milkshakes, that would be fun. My treat.”

      I put a hand on Mo’s arm, signaling her to be nice. Or, at least, not to completely annihilate the poor girl. I don’t know why, but she has a tendency to get downright hostile to other people who want to be our friend, as if they pose some kind of threat. It’s almost like she’s defending her territory.

      “With you?” Mo asks.

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, uh…”

      “I tell you what. You think about it.”

      Mo loops her arm through mine and pulls me off down the hall, muttering loud enough for Francine to hear us, “God, some people. Stalker much?”

      A microsecond later, Mo’s moved on, the other girl completely forgotten. As she happily chatters about how far behind we are on prom preparations, and all the ideas she has, I glance over my shoulder and spot Francine still standing where we left her, watching us with an anguished expression on her face.

      And I feel bad. I really do. But guilt is something that I’ve already become accustomed to.
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      I watch him get dressed, his back to me as he pulls on his pants, buttons his shirt. I wish he could stay. I don’t want to be alone right now.

      “Are you sure you have to go?” I ask. “We could order some takeout. Watch a movie?”

      David turns to face me, a sad smile on his lips. “I should really get back.”

      He rounds the bed, leans down to give me a kiss. It’s brief, just a peck, with none of the lingering, bittersweet goodbye that I’ve become used to. It’s not just my imagination. Something has changed between us.

      “Well, tomorrow, maybe.”

      “Actually, Olivia has a volleyball game tomorrow.”

      I don’t see what that has to do with anything. Olivia’s had plenty of volleyball games. The season’s almost over and, as far as I know, he hasn’t bothered going to a single one of them.

      “Oh.”

      He’s pulling away.

      I knew accepting Liz’s dinner invitation was a mistake. But I couldn’t resist. Going into their home, seeing the way they interacted together—or didn’t.

      All my life, she’s been there right in front of me, just a step ahead. Always beating me out. Always reaching the finish line first.

      I wonder if he’d still want to go to Olivia’s game if he knew the truth. It’s right on the tip of my tongue. I’m dying to say it. Five little words that carry such weight that they could change everything.

      But I can’t be the bad guy here.

      “I’ll walk you out.”

      I reach for my robe. He puts his hand on my wrist to stop me. Draws my hand up to his lips, kisses my palm.

      “You should stay.” He gives my fingers a gentle squeeze before releasing them.

      I chew the inside of my cheek, debating. Trying to keep my mouth shut. But I can’t do it. He’s halfway through the door when my resolve crumbles. “I didn’t say anything about us. To Liz, I mean. I wouldn’t.”

      He stops, but he doesn’t turn to look at me. He sounds regretful as he says, “I know. I blame myself for that.”

      And then he’s gone. I strain my ears, listening to the soft click of the front door behind him, the tumbling of the bolt as he uses his key to lock it. And then I cry.
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        * * *

      

      Liz had always been my closest friend. And, growing up, I thought it would be that way forever. It’s just that keeping in touch would have been too painful, a constant reminder of what had happened.

      But even after all that time had passed—fifteen years, five months, and six days—without a word spoken between us, all it took was us meeting face to face for everything to feel normal, for us to pick up right where we left off, like it had been minutes and not years between us.

      But here’s the thing. I had made my choice already. I chose him over her, and all it took was an instant.

      When my eyes met David’s across the crowded bar and I decided to approach him, it was with one thing in mind.

      Though our conversation started with Liz and high school and how everyone was doing, I saw that he was open to more. I was the one who changed topics. I’m the one who flirted first. I wanted to make him mine.

      And now I want to keep him.

      David and I had never been big fans of each other back in school. I resented the time Liz spent with him. Didn’t think he deserved her. Never understood what she saw in him.

      But once she was removed from the equation, and we reconnected that night, there’s no denying that sparks flew. He breached the barbed-wire barrier around my heart, the one other men had caught on, like it wasn’t even there.

      And for the first time in years, I felt hope. Maybe I could have my happily ever after. It seemed fitting, though, so fitting, that it would be with David.

      Liz and I, we have that childhood bond that knows no bounds. And growing up, we always swore that no man could ever come between us. But the truth is, that’s all that ever has.
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      I wait in the wings for my cue. On stage, the lights are dim. The scene is colorless and simple, an auctioneer standing on a platform auctioning off a musical monkey doll. In a minute the chandelier will crash from above and we’ll all spring into motion, bringing new sets and colors and life to the performance.

      No one thinks I should be here, not with my father so freshly dead and buried. The timing is horrible, I’ll admit, but I’m not going to let it stop me. I’m not going to let anything stop me, not now. I’m hoping most people will think it’s just my way of grieving, to stay busy and keep my mind off what happened, to throw myself into my performance, and if I seem different, if I seem happier now, that it’s just an act.

      But the truth is, I am happier now. I’ve never felt so liberated. Everything, every little thing in life, is sweeter. Better. Colors are more vibrant, foods are more flavorful, even each breath I take is deeper, the air cleaner. And it’s all because he’s gone.

      And her. My sister. I gaze out into the crowd, blinking against the lights, almost blinded, but still I find her. Mo, here to see me, watch me perform, to provide me with support in my time of need.

      I wonder what she’ll say, how she’ll feel about mourning Sonny when she finds out the truth. I wonder how she’ll feel about me, too. We’ve both heard the rumors over the years, of course, but I don’t think either one of us ever dared to believe them. But they were true, and now that hole inside me, that drafty, lonely spot I felt when I was little that ballooned into a vast, huge, frozen emptiness over the years, that missing piece that’s left me feeling cored out and hollow, is sitting right out there in the audience.

      I’ve found myself finding reasons to spend more time with her, stand closer to her, look at her more deeply these last few days. Every moment it gets more physically painful not to scream it from the rooftops, Morgana Ripley, you are my twin sister. The words are burning on my lips. I have to say them, and I’m afraid that if I don’t tell her soon, I’ll let it slip to someone else. I have to tell Mo first.

      The chandelier crashes against the floor. The lights go out on stage. The fixture reverses its fall, drawn high into the rafters until later in the show. Stagehands scurry to change the sets, actors rush to their spots. I join them.

      The time has come. I’m telling her tonight, after the show.
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        * * *

      

      The streetlights in the school parking lot seem dim after spending so much time under the harsh glare onstage. Teenagers cluster here and there in tiny groups, clinging to the dark spaces. I take the final step through the side door of the auditorium and let it shut behind me, abandoning myself to the night.

      Sami and Liz come rushing over, Mo trailing behind them. Sami places a bouquet of flowers into my arms, roses mixed with peonies, my favorites. “You were fantastic!”

      Liz sets a tiara on my head. It’s one of the fake little kid ones from an accessories store, but the oversized rhinestones still catch what little light there is and sparkle. She kisses me on each cheek, European style, and then gives me a wide grin. “Seriously, Amy, your singing was amazing.”

      I look to Mo, still hanging back a few feet, head hanging. As if she senses my eyes on her, she looks up at me with a small smile. “Good job.”

      I close the space between us and hook my arm through hers. “Hey, would you guys mind if we caught up with you later?” I can feel Mo tense next to me. Sami and Liz exchange confused looks. Me and Liz have been staying at Sami’s since my dad died. It’s late, it’s a school night, and we’ve only got one car with us. “Mo and I will walk.”

      “Okay.” Sami smiles, but I can tell by the way her forehead crinkles that her feelings are hurt. I’ll tell her later that Mo and I were talking over birthday ideas. She’ll be fine. “You two be safe.”

      “We will.”

      Mo and I stand side by side, watching as they get in the car and pull away. The taillights become smaller, until they’re two cigarettes burning in the distance, finally winking out to nothing at all. Then Mo pulls her arm from mine.

      “What the hell was that about?”

      “What?”

      “Brushing them off like that? Volunteering me for a two-mile walk back in the dark? Any of it? We were supposed to finalize our plans for prom.”

      I feel my lips tremble. I push them firmly together, folding them into my mouth to stop it. Mo’s face softens.

      “I’m sorry. I know you’re upset. Is this about your dad?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “Liz and Sami would want to be here for you too, you know. But I know what it’s like. Not wanting to discuss family with people who actually have one.” She draws me into a side hug and starts pulling me down the street beside her.

      “But that’s just it, Mo. You’re my family.”

      “We’re all your family. You know that.”

      “Yeah, I know what you’re saying, but this is different. You’re my blood family. Not just my cousin. My sister.”

      Mo freezes next to me, mid-step. She lowers her raised foot back to the ground and turns to face me. There’s something feral in her face, a wildness threatening to break free. I rush to finish.

      “Sonny told me. I don’t think he meant to, but he did.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He was yelling at me, and he said, ‘I should have gotten rid of you and sold you to the Ripleys like your sister.’”

      “Sold?”

      Her voice is so fragile it brings to mind a snowflake. So delicate, so beautiful that you want to touch it, you have to, if only to better admire it, but you ruin it in the process. I watch as something breaks behind her eyes. Then she blinks and it’s gone, any emotion that was there vanished, replaced with an expressionless mask.

      “That doesn’t matter, Mo. That’s just what some asshole did.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re the one he kept. The chosen one.” She starts moving, marching ahead of me down the road. I run to catch up. Grabbing her arm, I make her stop.

      “Mo, that’s ridiculous. I’m not the chosen one. The one chosen for what? To be his maid and his cook and his punching bag? Listen, you’re missing the point. The point is that you’re my sister. My twin. The blood that flows through our veins? It’s the same, yours and mine. I’ve always felt that something was wrong, was missing, and now I know why. Haven’t you felt that way, too?”

      Sadness flashes over her face and is gone in an instant, like a lightning strike. “I have.”

      “Don’t you realize what a good thing this is? Believe me, Mo, you didn’t miss out on anything by not growing up in that house. Really. We don’t need him. We’re better off without him, both of us.”

      I know she wants to believe me. I can feel her heart reaching out, tugging on mine. I can feel her sadness. I want nothing more than to take it from her, make it my own, and replace it with love and happiness and warmth.

      “I mean, doesn’t it strike you as just a little bit odd that I grew up with the man and I’m not the least bit saddened by his death?”

      Her head cocks to the side, her arms crossing over her chest. The muscles in her neck stand out like cords. Her jaw is slung forward, tense. “You know? I thought you were different. I thought you were like me. But you’re just like everyone else out there in fairy-tale land who thinks they have it so rough. But you know what’s really rough? Not having anyone want you. Ever.”

      “But that’s not true. Mo, the man was evil. He took us from each other. He was more concerned with getting laid than with either of us.”

      Mo laughs, an empty, hollow noise. “So the bastard wanted everyone except me. I get it.”

      “No, that’s not it at all.”

      “But don’t you see? It is. That’s exactly it, Amy. That’s always it, the story of my damn godforsaken life. If he’d sold you and not me, my parents would probably have stuck around and raised you. Because it’s not you. It wasn’t him. It’s not any of them. It’s me. I’m the one with something wrong with me. I’m the one who’s filthy inside, the bad apple with the rotten core. He got rid of me because he could sense it, like everyone else does.”

      “That’s not true.”

      She gives me a pitying look. “But it is.”

      “But—”

      “No, Amy. Here’s the simple truth. I’m like a hot potato. Getting tossed around because no one wants to keep me. Because they don’t want to get burned. So what does that say about who I am? About what I am?”

      “Mo. There’s one person who would do anything for you. Who already has. Me.” I lean forward and whisper in her ear, telling her the one thing that should make everything right.

      But it doesn’t.

      She moves away, mouth twisted in a knot of disgust. “And you’re still the good one.”

      Then she turns her back on me and takes off, running down the street. I want to go after her, but my feet are rooted to the spot. I watch her leave, my mouth hanging open, muscles slack, not sure what just happened. I thought I’d be my sister’s salvation. I might just be her ruin instead.
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      I startle awake, the oven timer stirring me from a dreamless sleep. I scramble dazedly to my feet only to discover that my left leg is numb. I stumble when I try to put weight on it, gasping as the movement pulls a stiff muscle in my neck. I rub at the crick, pins and needles stabbing my foot, as I limp through the dark house toward the kitchen to silence the buzzer.

      I turn the oven off, and with it, the incessant beeping. Wrinkle my nose against the odor of burning cheese. Curse and grab a hot pad and pull the slightly singed lasagna out. How long had the timer been going off before I woke? My eyes land guiltily on the empty wine glass on the counter.

      Taking a seat on one of the stools, I cradle my head in my hands. My brain is absolutely throbbing. Every inch of my body aches. I feel like I’m coming down with something, the flu, maybe. But I’ve got to pull it together. I can’t afford to fall apart now. And I can’t let my daughter see me like this.

      Where is Olivia, anyways? I remember telling her she could go visit Gina at Francine’s house, but that was hours ago. She knows to be home in time for dinner. I hunt my phone down, find it on the window ledge over the kitchen sink. There’s no message letting me know she’s eating elsewhere tonight. She must have lost track of time.

      I type out a quick text reminding her to come home to eat, then root around in the refrigerator. Pulling out a head of lettuce and some random veggies I get to work washing and chopping. Next, I dig out several half-empty containers of salad dressing. Set the table. Eye the bottle of wine, debating whether to pour myself another glass or not.

      I’m still alone.

      It should take Olivia less than two minutes to get from Francine’s door to ours. I check the timestamp on the message I sent. It’s been ten. I draw a deep breath—telling myself it’s calming—and dial. My call goes straight to voicemail.

      I know that my daughter’s at the age when kids start pulling away from their parents. And that our relationship is especially fraught right now since she discovered that David is not her biological father. And that I’ve been too distracted by other things to have properly handled the situation, but still.

      She’s only fourteen. This behavior is unacceptable. She doesn’t get to disrespect me like this.

      Scrolling through the contacts in my phone, I find Francine’s number. My jaw tenses. Anger heats my skin. I can’t believe that I’m having to do this. Olivia’s going to be grounded for a week. Two if Francine gloats too much.

      The line rings four times before it’s answered. Plenty of time for me to sweat it out as my humiliation grows. I’m seriously considering hanging up, right up to the second where it becomes too late.

      “Liz?” Francine asks timidly. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah, Francine, everything’s fine. I was just wondering if you could send Olivia home for me. Dinner’s ready.” There’s a long stretch of silence. I grab the wine, struggle to uncork it one handed. “Francine?”

      “Um, Liz? Olivia’s not here.”

      The bottle slips from my grasp, shattering across the kitchen floor.

      “What?” I whisper.

      “I don’t know what to tell you. Are you sure she told you she was coming over here?”

      I nod, then realize she can’t hear me. “Yes, I’m sure. Positive.”

      “Hold on for a second.” I hear her calling for Gina. Can hear their muffled conversation in the background.

      Hey, was Olivia supposed to come over today?

      She said she’d ask if she could. I never heard back, so I figured her mom said no.

      Do you have any idea where she could be?

      No.

      Gina Marie, I’m serious.

      God, Mom, so am I. No.

      Has she been hanging around anyone new at school lately?

      Uh-uh.

      Has she been talking to any boys?

      Not like that.

      Do me a favor, honey. Call your friends and see when the last time someone heard from her was, okay?

      Suddenly, I’m very grateful to this woman I’ve been so hostile toward. She comes back on the line a moment later, her voice calm and soothing. “Liz? Gina hasn’t heard from her, but I have her calling around. Don’t worry, I’m sure this is all just a misunderstanding. Do you want me to come over?”

      I’m already heading toward the front door. Yes—I want her to come over. I want her to take charge. I want any help she can give me because I’m lost, and I’m panicking, and I don’t know what to do. The word is on my lips. And dies there.

      I stare at the folded slip of paper that’s been shoved through my mail slot, not wanting to touch it. Knowing that I have to, even though I can feel the evil radiating off of it. The heat of her hatred is so strong that my fingers feel blistered as I open the note.

      
        
        I’ve got something precious of yours. If you want it back, you know what you have to do. Tell the cops anything but your confession, and I’ll keep it forever.

        

        XXO ∞

      

      

      I can’t breathe. I shove my fist into my mouth, biting down until I feel the skin split and the copper tang of blood taints my tongue, but I can still feel the scream building, wanting to erupt.

      “Liz?”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I knock the back of my head against the wall, one, two, three times. Draw a deep breath. Clear my throat. Steady my voice.

      “You know what? Francine, I’m so sorry. I feel ridiculous.”

      “You do? Why?”

      “I do. David just texted. I forgot that Olivia was staying with her grandparents this weekend.”

      “Oh. Okay.” But I can tell by her tone that it’s not. That I’ve just become the type of person who doesn’t know where their fourteen-year-old daughter is. That whatever she might have thought of me before, from now on, in her eyes, I’ll always be a bad mother.

      Which is fine. Let her think whatever she wants. I don’t care. The only thing that matters is that I remain a mother. Which means doing whatever it is I have to do to bring my daughter home safely.
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      I’m carrying a pizza box out for recycling when my cell rings. I wrestle the cardboard in half and shove it in the bin before pulling my phone out of my pocket. Check the screen to see who’s calling before I answer.

      “Hey, Liz. What’s up?”

      “Sami, she took her.”

      “What? Who?”

      “My daughter. That psycho bitch took my daughter.” She sounds crazed, manic, her words firing too fast from between her lips.

      “Liz, calm down.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down!”

      I glance around, checking to see if anyone’s close enough to overhear my end of the conversation, but I’m alone. I lean against the side of the house and take a deep breath. I keep my tone low as I say, “I know you’re upset, but just slow down for a minute. Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “But why would she do that? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Why has she done any of this? What part of anything that she’s done has ever made sense? She’s crazy, plain and simple. And now she has my daughter.” Her voice shakes. She must be crying, not that I blame her. “I have to get Olivia back. She has to be okay.”

      “She will be, I’m sure of it. But, Liz… maybe you’re jumping to conclusions. I mean, Olivia’s a teenager. Sometimes they—”

      “She left another note. A threatening one.”

      “Wait, what? What do you mean, another?”

      “It’s not the first. Haven’t you gotten any?”

      “I would have told you if I had.” The implication of my statement is clear—what else has she chosen to keep from me? “Have you called the police?”

      “I can’t.”

      “But if she has—”

      “She’ll hurt Olivia if I tell the cops she took her. I can’t risk it.”

      “Then what are you going to do?”

      Her voice is a whisper as she says, “I have to give her what she wants. I’ll confess. What choice do I have?”

      “Liz, you can’t, I mean—”

      “Not the truth, obviously. I doubt she’s doing this because she wants to share a cell with me. I’ll tell them it was me. That I was the only one.”

      I swallow hard, wet my lips. “Where are you now?”

      “Home.”

      “Where’s David?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you… do you want me to come over?”

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “Then what can I do?” There’s a long stretch of silence that leaves me wondering if she’s hung up. “Liz?”

      “I don’t think there’s anything any of us can do.”

      “Well, are you going now?”

      “Where?”

      I try to keep the impatience out of my tone as I say, “To the police? To confess.”

      “There’s something I need to do first.”

      “But if she has Olivia—”

      “Sami, I’ll take care of it. Trust me, I’m not going to risk giving her a reason to hurt my daughter. I just, I wanted to ask you for a favor. For after…”

      She doesn’t need to finish the sentence. I know she means for after she confesses. When she’s locked up behind bars.

      “Of course. Whatever I can do.”

      “I need you to promise me that you’ll take care of Olivia. And David. Try to keep them together, if you can. Please.”

      “Yeah, of course.” We both know why she’s asking. There’s only one reason she’d suspect David might possibly abandon their daughter. There’s no telling what most men would do if they found out a secret like hers.

      I imagine most would react badly, to say the least. Maybe even violently. But could you really blame them? It’s a nasty shock, for a man to find out that the child he’s been raising is not his own.

      Then I realize that even though I’ve agreed, she hasn’t hung up yet. And I know why. I know that there’s only one explanation for why she’s still on the line. I need to hear it and she needs to say it. I check around, again making sure no one can listen in before dropping my voice and asking, “Olivia. She’s Sonny’s, isn’t she?”

      “Yes.”
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      I can’t concentrate. Usually, history is my favorite subject, but right now, I only have energy for the present. Even if it sucks. Closing my textbook, I blink back tears, wondering how things got to be such a mess.

      I know that we’re all hurting. That we’re all struggling. That we need each other now more than ever. And yet I still feel the bonds between us loosening as we all start to pull away in different directions.

      We’ve always been there for each other before this. Always had each other’s backs. Always managed to band together against our problems, no matter what it took. Even if we had to do things we weren’t proud of. Including resorting to violence.

      And it hasn’t always been Mo who’s done the dirty work.

      My thoughts stray back in time to the furthest corner of my mind, and I think of Timmy Mitchell. I’ve been thinking about him a lot lately. Mainly because I can’t help wondering if it was the last time I was the one to solve a problem.

      It happened the year we were in kindergarten. We had just come in from recess. I was looking for Amy because I had let her borrow my Strawberry Shortcake coloring book and I was ready to have it back, but as the kids filed in and sat down, her seat remained empty.

      I looked over at Liz, but she was already busy coloring in the turkey we’d made by tracing our hands before the break, the tip of her tongue sticking out from the corner of her mouth as she concentrated on staying within the orange crayoned lines. Mrs. Finlay, our teacher, was standing at the back of the room by the hamster’s cage, talking to the teacher’s aide. They were laughing. Neither of them had noticed Amy’s absence, either.

      I’m sure it was probably only a minute, but I got tired of waiting and marched right out the door unnoticed, back outside to the playground to find Amy and my coloring book. I caught sight of her black hair shining through the metal bars of the jungle gym, near the back fence. It wasn’t until I got closer that I noticed she wasn’t alone.

      Amy’s face was purple and screwed up like she was sucking on a sour candy and the howl of her pained cries made me move a little faster.

      “Owww, Timmy, stop. You’re hurting me.” Then I saw him, Timmy Mitchell, with Amy’s arm grasped between his hands as he twisted her skin, which shone bright red and angry. “Stop, Timmy.”

      I felt anger like I had never felt before, my body pulsing with rage and indignation. That was my friend he was hurting. My friend he was making cry.

      “Stop.”

      I was a shy kid, a quiet only child, but I shouted the word with the force my mom had made me practice using in case a stranger ever tried to take me. I shouted so loud that the sound of my own voice echoed in my ears. Timmy Mitchell looked at me, held my eyes for a long minute, then smiled before his grubby hands went back to work on Amy’s tender flesh, and her cries rose like a winter wind.

      I didn’t even think. Couldn’t even see, if I’m honest. The next thing I knew, my fist smashed into Timmy’s nose. Blood burst from his nostrils like a popped water balloon, tiny splats covering us all. Then Amy was beside me and together we watched Timmy wail, backing away from us as he held his nose, crying and stumbling as he ran inside to tell the teacher.

      “Thanks.” Amy smiled at me, tears still swimming in her reddened eyes. “I kept your book safe.” The arm without red welts came out from behind her back, Strawberry Shortcake’s freckled face grinning from the shiny cover of the coloring book.

      “Hey, thanks.”

      “Do you think you’ll get in trouble?”

      I looked down at Amy’s thin arm, a dark shade of maroon speckled with red dots and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’d do it again.” Moving to my other side, she laced her good arm through mine, and we went inside to face whatever punishment lay ahead together.

      Because that’s what friends should do. Stick together. Share the consequences. Good or bad.
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      If I’m going to do this, if I’m going to sacrifice everything, I need to make sure that my daughter’s okay. And that she remains that way. I’ll do anything as long as that’s true, and she must know it.

      After all—isn’t that why she chose me? She wasn’t sending letters to Sami. No, it was me and me alone who was her target. I’m the one who’s vulnerable. The one who’s weak because my heart lives outside my body, walking around on her own two legs.

      And while motherhood hasn’t been all tea parties and rainbows and kisses, I wouldn’t give up a single second of it. Not the sleepless nights or the tummy aches, the dirty diapers or the projectile vomit. Not even when she threw fits or called me names or got old enough to be embarrassed by me. My daughter single-handedly took the biggest mistake of my life and made it into the best thing I’ve ever done.

      But that doesn’t mean I want her to follow in my footsteps. I want more for her, so much more than falling in love with a sexual predator, a man who knew me from the time I was a small child, who groomed me for the day I’d be useful to him.

      And I know that he hurt her, too, maybe even more than he hurt me. But that still doesn’t excuse what she’s done.

      There was a time when I would have trusted her with my life. Now I wouldn’t even trust her to take out my trash. There is no honor among thieves. Or coconspirators, as the case may be.

      I can’t think of that night, of all the mistakes leading up to it, of the many more that came after, without blaming myself. There was so much I missed. So many times where I could have tried harder, done more.

      Maybe if I had, things would have gone differently. Maybe we’d all still be friends. Maybe we’d all still be alive. So I guess it seems fitting that I’m the one who’s going to take responsibility for what happened. It kind of was my fault, in a way.

      But I have one last hope, one final straw left to grasp at. I wake my computer from its sleep, holding my breath as I bring up the browser window and search for Olivia’s phone. Nothing. It’s as if she never even existed.

      So it’s true. I’m going to lose everything. The fragile ice castle I’ve managed to build is about to come crashing down, shattering into a million jagged pieces that I won’t be able to escape. I’ll be left alone, bleeding out, cold and alone and dying. And I deserve it. Every last cut.

      I feel sick and queasy, slick with nervous sweat. I get up and grab my keys and purse. I can’t put this off any longer. Not when my daughter’s waiting. Especially since this is something that I should have done a long time ago.
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      I watch the limo pull up through my bedroom window. The long, sleek body is silver. Gunmetal with metallic flake, to be exact. Mo’s favorite. A chauffeur in a gray suit with matching cap emerges from the front, circles the vehicle, and opens the door to the back. I turn before I can see who steps out first.

      “It’s here. Liz, the limo’s here.”

      My mom is so excited that her voice sounds ten years younger than usual. It’s as if she’s been looking forward to this night more than I have. She’s stocked up on enough rolls of film for an entire year of pictures, leaving no doubt that tonight will be immortalized for eternity. But what if it turns out to be a night I’d rather forget?

      I pause to check myself in the mirror. Passing a hand over my hair, I run a fingertip over the edge of my mouth to check for stray lipstick and try to steady my nerves before heading down the stairs.

      Mo had the driver pick up our dates first, then her. Now she’s holding court in the center of the living room. She looks gorgeous.

      Her dress is exquisite. The ivory silk flows over her skin like milk. The neckline plunges almost to her navel, iridescent sequins lining the dip, drawing your attention to the luminous skin of her chest. The gown is full length, slit high up her thigh on each side. She has one leg jutting out, her tiny foot arched in a super high stiletto with beadwork matching the dress, her toes a pale shade of pink.

      My mom circles her like a professional photographer, capturing her from all angles. The guys have gathered in the corner where my father is showing off his new semiautomatic handgun. It’s meant to be a subtle warning, but the intention is lost, instead resulting in him being Mr. Cool Dad.

      I linger in the shadows on the stairs, watching, until David glances up and notices me. Something’s different. Something’s changed, but I couldn’t for the life of me say what.

      As he watches me descend the last few steps, his smile transforms his face, and I can see exactly what he must have looked like as a grinning little boy on Christmas morning. The way he’s looking at me makes me feel like I’m in a fairy tale, floating down the remaining steps like Cinderella on a magic cloud.

      We can’t take our eyes off each other as we pose for pictures. I feel enchanted. It usually feels like David’s just going through the motions of being a boyfriend. His sudden interest has taken me by such surprise that I barely register anything else, but I do catch the look on Mo’s face as her date leans in and whispers in her ear. I see the anger flash in her pale eyes, her teeth, frozen in a smile, suddenly looking sharp and dangerous. Then I’m turned away for one last picture before we pile into the car and head for Sami’s house.

      David holds my hand on the drive. He tells me how beautiful I look. I tell him how handsome he is in his tux. I’m trying to enjoy it, to be in the moment, but I keep prying my eyes off him to sneak glances at Mo, who is staring out the window, arms crossed over her chest.

      She looks so sad, so utterly unhappy, that a part of my heart breaks. I can’t imagine what her date must have said. Right now he has his back turned to her while he jokes with the other guys. I don’t recognize him, have never met him before, know only what Mo said when she told us she had found a date—that he’d look great in the photos, which is true, but still.

      We arrive at Sami’s and the driver opens the door for us to spill out and begin our next photo shoot. I catch Mo by the hand as we walk to the door and give it a squeeze. She gives mine a half-hearted pinch back and releases it before fixing the movie siren smirk back on her face.

      Sami’s mom opens the door, camera in hand, and immediately starts taking candid shots. Sami and Amy are waiting for us in the living room. I can tell by their strained expressions that, like us, they’ve already had to endure a barrage of photos. We’re already tired of smiling and the night has barely begun.

      Sami greets her date with a kiss to the cheek, and then her mom does the same. Her cousin blushes until his freckles disappear against his stained cheeks, and then he holds out the corsage that his mother no doubt picked out. The lavender orchid perfectly matches the color of Sami’s retro party dress, mid-length with a sweetheart neckline and flared skirt. Her auburn hair is piled high atop her head. She looks radiant.

      Amy’s date is her super shy biology lab partner, who turns out to be a secret hottie in a suit, his blond hair brushing the collar, his glasses suddenly more Clark Kent than Millhouse from The Simpsons. She looks like Mo’s opposite in a simple dress with a modest cut, the material an exact match to her glossy black hair, which hangs in curls collected in a loose ponytail down her back.

      Sami’s mom poses us for half an hour, group shots, singles, couples, all girls, all boys, until every possible combination has been exhausted. Then, with only a few tears and kisses, she sets us free. We bound down the steps and jumble into the limo like a bunch of kids going trick-or-treating. Only, instead of candy, there’s alcohol.

      Mo’s date has a flask out before we’ve left the curb. She rolls her eyes and wedges herself between Amy and the door on the opposite side, occupying herself with Amy’s hair. Seeing them side by side, so different yet so similar, always stirs something deep within me. I’ve never been sure exactly what it is, but as I watch the care with which Mo wraps Amy’s curls around her fingers, the love in her movements, I realize, for the first time, that it’s jealousy.

      No matter how close Mo and I are, we’ll never be blood family like she and Amy. And it hurts. To know that I’ll never be her number one. But that doesn’t mean that I can’t be somebody’s.

      David shifts beside me and I’m surprised when he accepts the flask, taking a long draw. He doesn’t usually drink. This, I realize, must be why he’s acting so different. But if that’s the case, who am I to argue? I like this new version of my boyfriend. Maybe this night won’t be so bad after all. And while a part of me can’t wait for this night to be over, the other part can’t wait for it to really begin.
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      The hallway is sterile and void of color. White walls, white marble tiles, white furniture. Some designer was probably paid a butt-load of money to come up with this idea. It’s some kind of statement about something, I’m sure, but whatever it is, the statement is lost on me.

      I knock on the door of the penthouse apartment before I can change my mind and think about my husband’s undershirts, the crusty yellow armpits that form despite large quantities of bleach. Maybe the statement is that rich people are neater and cleaner than the rest of us. Or maybe it’s just that their staff are aware of secret ways to keep their whites whiter.

      Whatever the significance, the white on white on white theme creates a cold, uninviting atmosphere. It’s like being in a sci-fi movie right before it turns to horror. God, I hope nothing jumps out at me. I don’t think I could take it. Just the thought of seeing her face to face is terrifying enough.

      My heartbeat feels jerky and irregular. My mouth has gone dry, leaving me unable to swallow the taste of bile that’s climbed up the back of my tongue. I feel light-headed and frail. I wish I was anywhere but here.

      The door opens, enveloping me in a wave of sandalwood scented air, and I’m relieved to see that the interior is more welcoming, done in shades of tan and sea foam green that gives the place a beachy feel. A woman in her early twenties stands before me, a heavy, dark gray sweater falling off one shoulder, shiny mahogany hair gathered over the other. She’s wearing jeans and ballet slippers. I step back to check the number on the wall next to the door.

      “May I help you?”

      The girl is dressed too casually to be a maid, too old to be a daughter. I pray that I have the wrong place, that I can retreat back home and work on gathering my nerve. “I, uh, I’m here to see Ms. Ripley.”

      “Is she expecting you?”

      I open my mouth to respond, but the words don’t come out. My jaw drops as she enters the room. Our eyes meet.

      “It’s okay, Anna, let her in.”

      The girl steps back, allowing me entrance. My steps are faltering, my legs shaking. It feels like I’m trying to balance my feet on top of a floor made of Jell-O.

      “Would you mind running those errands alone?”

      “Not at all, Ms. Ripley.”

      Anna slips past me, closing the door softly behind her, and I realize I’m still staring with my mouth wide open. It takes all of my effort to shut it. While I do, she crosses the room and stands before me. I fight the urge to flee.

      Her arms fly out, and for a second I think she might hit me, that maybe I should brace myself for an attack, but then those arms are wrapped tight around me. I can feel her tears through my hair, against my neck. I make myself breathe, fighting the tightness in my chest, and the familiar scent of her triggers connection after connection in my memory. It’s too late now.

      Finally, she releases me, stepping back a step to take me in, a soft smile bending her lips. “Liz. It’s so great to see you.”

      My voice shakes. My entire body trembles. “I’m going to the police. I’ll confess to everything.”

      “Huh?”

      “I just wanted to make sure my daughter was okay, first.” I stare hard into those ice blue eyes of hers. “And I want you to promise me that you won’t hurt her. That you’ll let her go.”

      “Liz, what are you talking about?”

      She’s an even better actress than she used to be. She really looks confused.

      “Cut the shit. You’ve already won.”

      “Are you feeling okay? Why don’t you sit down?”

      “I don’t want to sit,” I snap. “I want to see my daughter.”

      She backs away several steps. Her eyes flit around the room like she’s looking for an escape. If I didn’t know her so well, know firsthand what she was capable of, I’d think she was scared. But I’m the one who has cause to be afraid. “Liz, I don’t…”

      I snatch the note from my purse and wave it in her face. “What? Did you forget about your little love letters?”

      “What letters?” She grabs me by the wrist, holds my hand steady, her eyes narrowing as she reads it. “What the hell, Liz. I didn’t send this.”

      “Then who did?”

      “I don’t know, but it wasn’t me.”

      I wrench free from her grasp, shoving the letter back in my purse. She no longer looks scared, just hurt and confused. “Did you really think I would? I mean, granted, we’ve done some messed up things. And we’ve seen each other at our worst. But did you really think I’d take your daughter?”

      Up until this moment, I had. I’d been sure of it. But her reaction seems so genuine, her shock so real.

      I stumble over to a chair and drop into it. Run my hands through my hair, tugging fistfuls as I try to make sense of what’s going on. I don’t know what to think anymore. Is there any way I could have possibly gotten this wrong?

      The notes started right after she got back to town. It makes too much sense to be a coincidence.

      The problem is, I want to believe her. And, honestly, I almost do.

      But there’s another explanation that fits. A way that this could all still make sense. And that’s if she’s even crazier, even sicker, even more evil, than I could have ever imagined. I have to remember—this woman has killed in cold blood before.
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      The music spills out of the community center as we pull up, the thrum of the base pulsing around us like we’re in the womb of the limo. Then the door opens, and we’re birthed from the safety of our dark sanctuary out into the light, surrounded by chaos and confusion. No wonder babies cry when they’re born.

      Inside, the music is even louder, too loud, and it’s too dark, with lights flashing violently. I want to run, but I’m pulled onto the dance floor by Mo. I keep my hand clenched around David’s, bringing him with me.

      The air is humid, poisoned with the odor of too many scents, perfumes and colognes and hairsprays and deodorants, combining together with fatal intensity. My lungs constrict. Sights and sounds and smells meld together into some kind of acid-induced nightmare. I want out.

      The second Mo releases me I’m running off the dance floor, ankles wobbling in my high heels, the straps biting deep into my flesh. David’s arm encircles my waist, helping me along. I bury my face in his shoulder and let him lead me back through the double doors, out into the night.

      A cool breeze raises goosebumps on my skin. I take in deep breaths of air, gasping like I’ve been rescued from a near drowning, while David stares down at me, brows furrowed. I tell him I’m fine, but I can’t put distance between myself and the mayhem fast enough in these stupid shoes. So he scoops me up into his arms and carries me down the sidewalk. It’s a wonderful feeling.

      But I can smell the booze on his breath. Can tell by his off-balance gait that he’s sampled too much from Mo’s date’s flask. He’s drunk.

      Still, I like this version of David. He’s romantic and chivalrous and all the things I never knew he could be. Things I never knew I wanted. And as our lips meet, his kisses are deeper than they’ve ever been before, almost needy. The truth is, I need his too, if only for one night. I’m so desperate to feel something other than loss and grief and pain that I’ll take whatever he’s willing to give me.

      He takes me to the park down the street, empty of people, full of shadows, but I feel safe in his embrace. He sets me down on top of the picnic table, takes his jacket off, and drapes it around my shoulders. I slip my fingers under the straps of my shoes and slide them off, my bare feet glowing in the moonlight. Then I stand, take David by the hand, and lead him deeper into the park.
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        * * *

      

      David is heavy on top of me, his weight unevenly distributed. A hip bone carves his name into my thigh. His breath is hot and humid, filling my ear in short pants, making it feel like it’s filling with fluid, tender, infected. I stretch my neck, trying to get my chin to reach over his shoulder so I don’t smother. Our movements are awkward, bumbling.

      When it’s over, he lays beside me, our shoulders touching. I stare up at the stars in the sky, wondering if anyone is up there, looking down on me. I try not to be ashamed, but I feel my cheeks burning with disgrace.

      Because I’m pretty sure I just took advantage of him. Two years of dating and we’ve never once crossed the line before. He’s always made his beliefs clear. I’ve always respected them until now. And I’m positive that he never would have made this decision if he hadn’t been drinking. But what’s my excuse?

      Is sex always like this? One person using the other?

      I listen to the sound of his breathing growing slower, wondering if he’s fallen asleep. Knowing that my friends must have noticed I’m gone by now. I’m sure they’ve figured out what’s going on. They’ll think that it’s romantic. Two years of abstaining only to give it up on prom night, like some kind of lame teen movie. My shame burns hotter.

      Remembering Mo’s irritation with her date, I realize she was probably ready to leave prom as soon as they got their portrait taken. They’re probably all waiting for me to come back so we can go. I nudge David’s shoulder with mine. He tilts his head to face me, strokes my cheek gently with his fingertips.

      “We should probably start thinking about heading back.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      I take his hand in mine, kiss the back of his knuckles. “No. But, remember, it’s Mo and Amy’s birthday.”

      “Yeah.” He looks sad. I’m not sure why. “What am I supposed to do the rest of the night?”

      I think for a moment, searching my memory for a good movie line, but I can’t find one to fit. “Have sweet dreams.” Leaning forward, I brush my lips against his. “About next time.”

      David grins and gives me another kiss, a longer one, his lips lingering against mine. Heat spreads through me. This time it isn’t from shame. My friends can wait a little longer.
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      My eyes are immediately drawn to the maroon Subaru in the parking lot. Liz is here. I suspected she would be, but I’m not sure if what I’m feeling is jealousy or annoyance. It’s a lifelong theme. Liz is always doing things first, me following behind, trying to mimic her footsteps.

      The building is cold, goosebumps rising on my arms the second I step inside. That must be why I’m shivering as I cross the lobby to the far wall and push the elevator button. But why is it that, as the metal doors slide open, I find myself feeling queasy?

      It makes me realize that I’m not ready yet. I don’t want to do this after all. But time is running out. So I force myself forward, anyways.

      I can’t stop fidgeting in the elevator on the way up. It seems to being taking too long. I suppose I am going to the penthouse apartment, but the longer I’m stuck in this tiny little box, the longer my nerves have to jangle.

      My stomach feels all flip-floppy and sour. I wonder if my ulcer is back, and if it can really happen that fast or if it was lying dormant just below the surface, like a volcano waiting for the right time to erupt. It seems a fitting metaphor for this entire situation, actually. I imagine the thick black clouds curling up from the mouth of an ancient crater, clearing its throat after waiting years to blow up, like the dark secret that rots my insides.

      But it wasn’t always this way. Somewhere, deep inside, I also remember all the times that were good. Slumber parties where hysterical giggles lasted late into the night. The comfort of knowing that I wasn’t alone, that there was someone who would always have my back. The memory of what it felt like to fit comfortably inside my own skin.

      I have so many regrets, but maybe it’s not too late. Maybe I can still make things right.

      Bursting from the elevator, I jog down the hall. Hesitate for only a second before I raise my fist and knock, suddenly antsy to get inside and join my old friends. “You guys? It’s me.”

      The door opens, and there she is. I fall into her arms, holding her tight. Breathing in the familiar scent of her, hundreds of memories come flooding back, things I haven’t thought of in years. When she pulls away, she has tears in her eyes. “Sami.”

      I give a happy sigh. I’ve always loved the way she says my name. And the way she has my hand in hers, cradled like something precious? It melts away the years of hard feelings and regret. I allow her to pull me into the living room, where Liz is already waiting. Here we all are. Those of us that remain, at least.

      “Liz’s daughter is missing.”

      I avoid both of their eyes. “I know. We need to do something. That’s why I’m here.” Only, that’s not true. I’m here for my own selfish reasons. “We owe it to him. Sonny. To bring his daughter home safely.”

      I watch her eyes closely for any sign of surprise, but there’s none. She already knew. Like always, I was the last one to catch on.

      “We’re doing it for Liz,” she corrects. “Not Sonny. Why would any of us want to do anything for him?”

      I don’t understand. At all. I look between both their faces, but all I see is a hard edge to their expressions.

      “Why wouldn’t we?” I ask.

      She grunts. “Are you kidding me? He was a predator. He used us, all of us. Some of us in worse ways than others.” She reaches out to me, softens her voice as she gives my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “And I am so very, very sorry for that. You guys deserved better.”

      The words hurt, shredding my heart like a cheese grater. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “It was, Sami. What Sonny did was wrong. Very wrong. He took your trust and used it.”

      “But.”

      “Sami.” Liz’s voice is hushed but stern. It’s the voice of a parent. A mother. I gape at her in confusion as she says, “She’s right.”

      I shake my head from side to side. “No. That’s not true.”

      “We were kids, Sami. Children. He’d known us since we were practically babies.” Liz reaches out to take my hand, but I snatch it away.

      “He wasn’t… it wasn’t like that. He wasn’t a predator. He didn’t force me. I wanted to. He loved me.” My voice has risen higher, the words coming quicker, piling on top of each other, a panicked streak running thick through the middle.

      “It doesn’t matter what we thought we felt, or even if it was real, Sami. He was the adult, and he never should have let what happened happen in the first place. Don’t you get that?”

      “You’re wrong, Liz. It wasn’t like he was some kind of child abuser.”

      “That’s exactly what he was. He used both of us, Sami.”

      “But how can you say that? That can’t be what you really think. You wouldn’t have your daughter if—”

      “Sami.” Liz reaches out her hand to me again tentatively. This time, I let it land on mine. “I love my daughter. I love her more than I ever believed would be possible, more than life itself. But it was wrong, Sami. If a grown man touched my baby girl like that, I don’t care how much love they thought was involved. I would kill him.”

      They exchange a tense look over my head. I feel like there’s something I’m missing, something they’re keeping from me. Once again, I’m on the outside, looking in.

      Liz shudders, eyes suddenly drawn and haunted. Her voice wavers as she whispers, “I’m glad he’s dead. He was a sick, sick man.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, clutching Liz’s arm, my nails making little half-moon indents, blanched skin radiating from my grip. “How can you say all of these horrible things about him? What’s wrong with the two of you?”

      “Sami—”

      “No! I’m not listening to any more of this!”

      I have to get out of here. I have to get far, far away from these people. And that’s just what I do.
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      This has got to be the worst prom night in the history of prom nights, ever. I mean, seriously. First, the whole lame photo shoot that my mom insisted upon.

      She must have taken a hundred pictures of me and my date, which is my cousin, for God’s sake, my cousin! And not even the cute one, either, but his pimpled, owlish younger brother, who couldn’t even manage a mint or some mouthwash after eating what could only be tuna by the stink of it.

      Then she turned to the others, making a particularly huge fuss over Mo and Amy, posing them and their dates, trying to take just as many crappy, unwanted photos of them so they wouldn’t feel like some outcast orphans with no mother hen to chase them with a camera.

      And all of it made me miss him so much. I couldn’t help but wonder how much different things would be if Sonny were still alive. If I’d even be going to prom tonight, or if we’d be doing something else, together, just me and him.

      I couldn’t get out of that house soon enough.

      Not that the limo ride to prom is any better, with all the guys getting drunk and all us girls just sitting there in silence, watching them. And we still have to get through this dumbass prom before we can take off and go back to Mo’s and celebrate her and Amy’s birthday, which, come on, it’s their eighteenth so we have to do something special to salvage the night from being so lame.

      But I seem to be the only one interested in any of that. We’re drifting apart. I have to have a way to hold us together.

      It seems too soon that we’re pulling up in front of the rec center and getting out of the car. I do my best to keep my eye on everyone, but one minute we’re all on the dance floor, and the next Liz and David have snuck off. I know I’ve allowed my first big failure of the night. Then Mo pulls away, yanks her date away from the girl he’s talking to, drags him off to have their portrait taken before she gets too hot and sweaty.

      Mo has taken extreme effort to make sure that her life is documented by a series of perfect portraits. If a stranger were to look at them, at her yearbook photos and the pictures taken at school dances and other events, each with a different but equally gorgeous boy on her arm, they’d think that she led a perfect life. I think that’s why she does it—so one day she can look back and tell herself that things were better than they really were. That she led a normal life instead of the lonely, sad existence of a girl basically abandoned by her parents, whose only true family is her friends.

      Suddenly, I realize that I’m standing by myself on the dance floor like a doofus. My cousin has found his way over to the corner where the video gamers are discussing the merits of some controller over another. Drawn like a magnet to nerd metal.

      At least Amy looks like she’s having fun over by the refreshment table. Her date hands her a glass of punch, leaning in to say something close to her ear, and she laughs, her whole face lighting up. She didn’t mention anything about liking her date, just said something about going with her biology lab partner, but I can tell by the way he’s looking at her that there’s more to it than that.

      My gut shifts, a strange movement, like someone kicked me from the inside, moving my internal clutter out of the way to make room for more hurt. Why would Amy feel like she couldn’t tell me? We’ve shared the same bed every night since her dad died. Every night we’ve fallen asleep whispering our fears and hopes and dreams to each other, but she never said a word about this.

      Or maybe she did, just not outright. Maybe she gave me a clue, maybe I was supposed to catch it and ask for more details, unravel the mystery, but I was too preoccupied with keeping tabs on the other two, and Amy’s crush got lost in the chaos. Whatever the reason, I feel like a piss-poor friend.

      But at least she looks happy, which is more than I can say for Mo, who’s drinking off by herself in the corner, glaring at her date while he flirts with every girl he sees, and I can tell by the way she’s tipping the glass back that there’s booze in it. But that, I can handle. I look at Amy as I head over to Mo, just one last glance to reassure myself that she’s okay.

      But when I turn back, Mo is gone. Vanished. The feeling in my gut creeps up, sharp-clawed hands squeezing my esophagus in a daggered fist as it climbs higher. Shit. I promised myself that I’d be the strong one tonight, the one to keep us together. And I think that I’ve blown it already.

    

  







            FORTY-SIX

          

          

      

    

    






LIZ NOW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2014

      

      

      I watch Sami run from the apartment, wishing I could join her, but I feel too weak, too imbalanced. And now I’m here alone again. With her. And I’m terrified. But I have no choice. Not while Olivia is still missing.

      She denies kidnapping my daughter, but she can’t be trusted. I know this better than anyone—at least anyone who’s still living. And I don’t know what game she’s playing, but I have to play along, keep her on my side.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. Sorry my daughter is missing, sorry I’m here, sorry this is happening. And yeah, maybe even a little sorry that we were ever friends. “I should go too. I need to find my daughter.”

      “I met her, you know. Last week.” Her tone is soft, wistful. “I knew the second I saw her. She has Sonny’s eyes. Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      “I wasn’t sure.”

      Her expression lets me know she doesn’t believe that.

      “I didn’t want it to be true.”

      This she believes. She nods, taking my hand as she settles onto the arm of my chair. “I don’t blame you. But I’m glad it is. She’s my family, too. My only family.”

      Is this why she took my daughter? Does it matter?

      No, it does not. All that matters is Olivia’s safety. I want so badly to believe that this connection between them will keep my daughter safe, but she’s never let blood ties stop her from hurting someone before. I need to keep her thinking I’m her friend. So I say it again, with feeling. “I’m sorry.”

      “Does she know?”

      “Olivia? Not everything.” Not about you. Or her. Or the ugly truth about her biological father. “She only found out recently. She figured it out herself. Olivia’s so smart like that.”

      She laughs. “Well, the brains, obviously, came from you.”

      But that’s not entirely true. The Van Clines have always been crafty. Crafty enough to mastermind this whole thing without getting caught, back when she was still just a teenager. I don’t dare say it, but my eyes must betray what I’m thinking. She looks away, stands. Walks over to the window and stares outside.

      “Why’d you sell the house?” I ask, unable to help myself. Because that’s what put this whole thing in motion, the move that took the finger off the pause button from fifteen years ago, starting the final countdown.

      “I didn’t.”

      I shift in my seat so I can see her reflection.

      “The Ripley Manor never passed directly to me. It was held in trust with some of their business holdings. There was some legal trouble, and the lawyers sold it to pay the settlement. There was nothing I could have done to stop it.”

      She turns to face me. “But I came back for you and Sami. Because I knew they’d find the body eventually.”

      We stare at each other, her words and their implications lingering in the air between us, and once again I think of the latest note. She wants to make sure that someone else takes the fall. That she gets off scot-free. Again.

      My skin crawls. I fight the urge to shudder. I have to get out of here. Away from this woman and the death and destruction that surrounds her. And yet I can’t manage to move. It’s like I’ve fallen under her spell and lost my free will.

      A knock breaks the silence, and I gasp in a startled breath, sucking in air like I’d been suffocating. She looks toward the door with dread, like she somehow thinks it’s the body wanting to join us. The thought freaks me out, makes my toes curl inside my shoes.

      “Do you think Sami came back?” I ask hopefully.

      She pulls nervously on her lower lip. “Maybe. I guess I should go see.”

      I stay where I am, listening as she crosses to the front of the penthouse. Unlocks the bolt. Opens the door. Asks, “May I help you?”

      “Are you Morgana Ripley?” It’s Detective Johnson, I recognize his voice. I push back farther in my chair, as if trying to make myself invisible.

      “I am.”

      “Ma’am, I’m afraid you’re under arrest.”

      “What? That’s ridiculous.” I imagine the indignant look on her face, the haughtiness that’s served her so well. Until now. Oh, God, I didn’t expect this. Things are about to get worse than I ever imagined they could, so much worse.

      “Actually, ma’am, I assure you it’s not.”

      I hear her protests, the snap of the handcuffs, the words of the Miranda warning, outlining her rights. I feel a second of relief that’s quickly followed by terror. Jumping to my feet, I run to the door, sheer panic flowing through my veins.

      “Wait! You can’t take her.”

      But she’s already down the hall. I watch as she steps into the elevator, led by Detective Johnson. I stare in horror as she vanishes behind the metal doors as they slide closed. A uniformed officer steps in front of me, blocking my way, but I push past him, hurrying to the stairwell, feet pounding desperately as I race down the steps.

      Bursting through the door into the lobby, I startle an elderly woman and her small dog. The dog yips at my heels as I dodge around them, out into the fading daylight. I have to catch up. I can’t lose her now. Not until she tells me where I can find my daughter.
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      When I get back to the prom, Sami’s in a panic. She can’t find Mo anywhere within the dark corners of the rec center, and from what she’s told me, she’s sure that something is wrong.

      If something bad happens, it’s going to be all my fault. We’d be gone already if I hadn’t gotten sidetracked with David.

      My head swivels left and right, eyes searching as I thread my way through the crowd of dancing bodies, but I don’t see her anywhere. It’s like she vanished into thin air, was beamed up into the sky by aliens. But that can’t be true. She must be here somewhere.

      Light spills from a hall, catching my attention—the bathrooms. It’s the only place I haven’t looked, and I need to pee anyways, so I duck inside.

      A quick check for feet under the stall doors reveals that I’m alone. I choose the cubicle on the end and slide the lock, making sure my dress doesn’t touch anything. The silence is heavenly; a needed reprieve that’s shattered all too soon as a group of girls flood inside.

      The throb of the music thuds off the tiled walls, filling the small space until the door shuts again, a barrier fending off the chaos. Through the gap along the edge of the stall, I see the blurred movement of bodies swarming in front of the mirror.

      “Oh my God, can you even believe it? I mean, she just totally freaked out.”

      “Seriously, right? You’d have thought the poor guy was raping her or something, not trying to make her feel better about her date trying to pick up every girl here except her.”

      “I mean, obviously she’s messed up, but being filthy rich and living in a fancy house up on the hill can’t be that hard, can it?”

      That’s when I realize they’re talking about Mo.

      “Oh, please. She’s just embarrassed because it was Kevin Lewiston.”

      “What’s that got to do with it? Kevin’s hot.”

      “Yeah, but his dad is, like, a college professor. A guy whose dad doesn’t even make six figures is slumming it for someone like Morgana. Or, like, who she thinks she is, at least.”

      I slide the lock and throw the stall door open. Every eye that lands on me darts away as quickly as possible once they see who I am. I take my time looking around the room, daring one of the gossipy skanks to make eye contact. They move away like liquid mercury, giving me a wide berth as I make my way to the sink to wash my hands.

      It’s so quiet that I can hear the water dripping from my fingers against the tile floor as I reach for a paper towel. I take my time drying my skin, drawing the process out. I walk to the door and can palpably feel the collective sigh of relief gathering behind me. Instead of leaving, I turn to face them.

      “What? You couldn’t stop your fat mouths from talking shit a second ago. What’s changed? Go on, I want to hear it.”

      “Liz, we don’t have anything against you.”

      “But you do against Mo? Why? What’s she ever done to you?”

      No one answers. I watch their eyes roll back in their heads as they search their memories for something, some slight or crushed toe, but no one can remember any reason for their dislike.

      “Well? I’m waiting.”

      “It’s just, I mean, she’s kind of weird, you know. She just had a complete meltdown because a cute guy put the moves on her. I mean, who does that? It’s not like it’s anything she’s not used to.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Oh, come on, Liz. Everyone knows she’s a bit of a slut.”

      “Excuse me? Who’s everyone?”

      “Well… just, everyone. We’ve all heard about the things she’s done.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “She’s, like, slept with half the guys in school.”

      “No she hasn’t.”

      “Yeah, she has.”

      “According to who? Some guy who decided to lie? Or the guy after him who decided to give it a try after you stupid bitches were so quick to believe the first one? And all because why? Because she’s gorgeous and rich and you’re jealous so she’s easy to hate? Because you’d much rather laugh at some dumb loser’s lie and hope it makes him like you, even though he’s dumb and a loser? Because you’re so miserable and insecure that you’ll hate on anyone as long as it makes you feel better about yourselves?”

      “Whoa…”

      “Oh, shut up. You make me sick. You should be ashamed of yourselves. Seriously. It’s girls like you that make it so easy for guys to play us off each other. You see in the movies how rumors snowball into fake reputations that aren’t deserved, and when it really happens every single one of you just jumps on board with your claws out, ready to draw blood. Go to hell.”

      Spinning, I slam my way out the door, back into the pulsing throngs of bodies dancing to the deafening music. Fighting through the crowd, I make my way toward the front, needing to escape the strobing lights and suffocating thick smog of comingled perfume products. Falling through the front doors, I stumble across the paved walk, trying to catch my balance.

      My heels sink deep into the grassy lawn as I’m pulled, as if by invisible strings, around the side of the building. As I approach the gazebo nestled among the trees at the back of the rec center, I know what I was drawn here by. My heart.
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      Mo looks up as I approach, her tear-streaked face graffitied with running makeup. She looks back down at her hands in her lap as I sit next to her. I wait for a moment to see if she’ll break the silence, staring at her discarded shoes lying on their sides by her feet. When she doesn’t talk, I do.

      “Hi.”

      “Hey.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “If you don’t tell me, I’m probably going to think that it’s something worse than it was. I won’t be able to eat, I won’t be able to sleep, I’ll just imagine one horrible scenario after another until I drive myself insane and then I’ll cover you in bubble wrap to keep you safe.”

      “Shut up.”

      I can hear the smile in her voice. Leaning over, I slip my shoes off and try hers on. I lift my legs straight out and twist my ankles from side to side, so we both can see them sparkle as they catch the light.

      “They look good on you,” she says.

      “Better on you.”

      “No, you should have them. I want you to.”

      “That would just be a waste. I’d never have the guts to wear them. You should keep them.”

      Mo lifts her face to me. I watch as it crumples all over again. “Why are people always saying that? I don’t have guts. I’m not brave. I’m not anything. I’m just a pathetic mess that’s afraid of getting out of bed in the morning.”

      “Mo, that’s not true.”

      “It is. Everyone thinks that I’m all fearless and gutsy, but it’s all just an act. A lie.”

      I think about what Amy told me once. “Don’t you think we all have to do that? Lie to ourselves, pretend to be something we’re not sometimes, just to make it through the day.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Kevin Lewiston is a dick.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. Like why you think so.”

      “It’s nothing.” She turns her head, looking off into the distance. “It’s just, I thought, never mind.”

      “Mo? Please.”

      “I came out here to be alone because my date, well, you know.”

      “I saw.”

      “It didn’t bother me too much, you know I don’t really like him, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel disrespected and kind of, well, embarrassed. I mean, I didn’t have to sit there and watch him hit on everything in a skirt, so I came out here. And then Kevin came out. And we were just talking, you know. It was kind of nice. It felt like he was actually interested in what I had to say, and so when he kissed me, I kissed him back.”

      Mo’s voice trails off. Her profile is limned by the moonlight, the ethereal glow of an angel. I watch the outline of her throat stretch as she swallows.

      “And then?”

      “And then he tried to go for the whole nine yards. So I stopped him, told him I wanted to go slow. And then he got really nasty, started talking about what a slut I was, that I shouldn’t pretend to be better than I am because everyone knows the truth.” Fresh tears roll down her face. “Liz, why do they all think I’m a slut? How did that happen?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “I’m not, you know.”

      “I know.” I wrap my arm around her shoulder. A cricket waxes poetic to his lover behind us.

      “I’ve never even done, I mean, I don’t understand…” Mo’s voice breaks. “I’m not even sure that I like men, Liz. Or women, for that matter. I’ve never really felt attracted to anyone. I just feel empty inside, all the time. What the hell is wrong with me?”

      My cheeks are damp with my own tears. It breaks my heart to see my friend like this. I have to try to help her.

      She turns to me, her liquid eyes filled with more sadness than they should be able to contain. Sniffing deeply through her congested nose, a weak smile bends the corners of her lips. She wipes her eyes with her fists. “Do you ever hear things?” she asks.

      We’ve all heard the rumors about her. But admitting it seems like some kind of betrayal. I study her, sitting beside me with her head tilted like she’s listening, hearing the answer I refuse to say.

      “Mo,” I start. “Maybe you should talk to—” But she interrupts me before I can say it. A professional. Someone besides us, her friends. Someone who knows how to help, because obviously nothing we’ve tried is working.

      “Not tonight. Tomorrow. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

      “Promise?”

      “Yes. But we have to try to salvage tonight and have some fun.” Mo inspects the dark makeup smudges transferred to the backs of her hands. “Ugh, I must look like such a mess. Help me get cleaned up so we can go find Amy and Sami and blow this joint. We’ve got some birthday celebrating to do.”

      I grin and run my thumbs under Mo’s eyes, trying to fix her makeup. But there’s no happiness behind my smile, or even relief. And I don’t buy her sudden change of mood, either. There’s a strange feeling churning through my body, one I’ve never experienced before, but if I had to guess, well, I don’t think it means anything good.
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      It’s prom night. When we were younger, like twelve or thirteen, we used to talk about what this night would be like—the perfect date, the perfect dress, the perfect night. If only we had known then what it would really be like, we could have saved ourselves a lot of time and trouble. Maybe I wouldn’t have built the occasion up so much in my mind.

      My date is my biology lab partner, Will, who isn’t perfect, but he’s cute, and I’ve never slept with him before, which is a bonus. I couldn’t stomach the idea of going with someone who’d had sex with me, thinking I was Mo.

      My dress is a simple black satin number, also not perfect, but it fits well, and I feel like I look good in it. And the night… well, it just might have potential.

      Will whispers another funny comment in my ear. This time it’s about Ms. Vernon and Ms. Baxley, the gym teacher and the librarian, who are two of the faculty chaperones. His suggestion that they’re here at prom together, as a couple, doesn’t seem too far off the mark. I feel Will searching my face, looking for how far he should take this tale, whether I’ll find it inappropriate if he continues or keep laughing at his jokes.

      I force out another laugh, past the fuzz in my head. The humming drone in my ears is getting louder. I paste a smile on my face while I focus on my heartbeat, as I concentrate on each breath, waiting to see if the feeling will pass or if I’m dying.

      I know I’m probably not actually dying, but the pills I took, pilfered from the bottle in Sami’s mom’s medicine cabinet, are doing a bit more than I had hoped for. I just wanted to take the edge off, lower my expectations of what was supposed to be a perfect night. I just wanted to have a good time.

      I feel the sweat pop out of the pores along my hairline. My heart beats faster, louder, until the rush of my blood overtakes the hum in my ears. I feel my vision fading in and out, and although I focus all my efforts on keeping my legs straight, I feel them buckling beneath me.

      “Sit… down…”

      I’m not sure if Will hears me, I can’t see his face through the gray haze cloaking my vision, but I feel his arm wrap tightly around my waist. He leads me to a chair and guides me down. His hand brushes along my temple, and as bad as I feel, I’m acutely aware that he’s just got his hand wet with sweat and makeup. He must think I’m disgusting.

      I try to fan myself, but my arms feel like they’re made of lead. My coordination is off. I feel like I’m overheating, like my blood is boiling just beneath my skin, and any second now I’m going to burst into flames. I think my brain is cooking. An image of that commercial with the egg sizzling in the frying pan comes to mind. This is your brain on drugs.

      Then a cool rush of air soothes my burning skin. I feel Will lift my ponytail up and blow across the back of my neck. Goosebumps sprout on my arms.

      “… punch is spiked. Guess you’re not used to drinking, huh. But you’ll be all right.”

      Will’s words rise above the rush of my pulse. Or maybe my pulse is subsiding.

      “As soon as you’re up to it, let me know and I’ll help you outside. Some fresh air will help you feel better.”

      A light spot breaks through my cloudy vision. Will’s face blooms in the middle, brows furrowed in concern. My pulse has slowed, and gravity has lessened its pull.

      “I’m starting to feel better. Thanks.”

      The worried look on Will’s face cracks into a smile. “That a girl. You’re not much of a drinker, are you?”

      I shake my head. A series of excuses run through my brain, the alcohol reacting with medication that I’m on, not eating enough today, but I decide to just keep my mouth shut. Why do I always feel the need to provide an explanation? Why do I constantly feel like I need to make excuses for myself?

      “I think I’m okay now.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” But there’s still a deep furrow between his eyebrows. And it’s obviously my fault. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For ruining prom night for you. I bet you wish you hadn’t agreed to come with me, huh?”

      “Are you kidding? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m having a great time.”

      “Uh-huh, sure.”

      “I am, Amy. Honestly.” He takes my hands in his, the skin of his palms rough and dry. “I had actually wanted to ask you to come with me.”

      “Then why didn’t you?”

      “Because I didn’t think that there was a chance in hell that you’d say yes.”

      “Really? Why not?”

      “Well, look at you. You’re beautiful and talented and gorgeous, and I’m just some science nerd who paid Sarah Kinsley twenty bucks to switch with me when we drew names for lab partners.”

      “No you didn’t.”

      “I did. Really.”

      He’s leaning toward me, his face nearing mine, and I realize he’s going to kiss me. I push off the chair and struggle to my feet. “I think I’m ready to walk now.”

      “Then let’s get you that air.”

      I let Will lead me through the crowd, an arm still around my waist. Will is such a sweet guy. I wish I had met him a few years ago. Maybe things would have turned out differently.

      There’s really no way to tell a guy who’s treating you with kindness and respect that there’s something vitally wrong with you; something that makes his caring behavior a real turnoff. I really don’t want to hurt the guy, but I suddenly can’t stand to be near him.
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      The crisp night air soothes me with a welcomed touch. Leaning against the brick exterior of the rec center, I feel the throbbing bass vibrating through the wall from inside. White lights adorn the trees around the building. They twinkle every time the wind blows. Will shifts from foot to foot in front of me, unsure of what to do next.

      “We could walk down the street and get you something to eat, if you want. Or some coffee. Or you can stay here, and I can go get it for you.”

      “Thanks, Will, but I’m fine.”

      I’m starting to get an itchy feeling under my skin.

      “I don’t mind. Really.”

      My jaw clenches, teeth grinding together to keep the words inside my mouth. I want to scream and yell, but mostly I just want to get the hell out of here. And I think I’m going crazy. I swear I hear Liz and Mo’s voices, but how can that be possible?

      I survey my surroundings, desperate to find a way to escape. My eyes land on the person exiting the rec center right now. Salvation is coming. I just wish she was walking a little faster.

      “Actually, I should probably just go home and lie down.”

      “What? I thought you were feeling better.”

      “I am. But I’m still not feeling good. I’m sorry, Will. I hope you’ll stay and try to have some fun.”

      “But—”

      “There’s Sami,” I interrupt, pointing. “She’ll take me home.”

      Will’s face falls, and I can see an objection rising on his lips, so I hurry up and put an end to any hopes he might have. Laying my palm flat against his chest, I give him a gentle push away. “Really. Go.”

      “But—”

      “No offense, Will. You seem like a really nice guy, but you come on a little strong, you know what I mean?”

      Hurt flashes across his face, replaced a moment later by anger. “Are you serious right now?”

      “See. This is what I’m talking about.”

      His expression scrunches up with contempt. “I should have known better. You’re just as crazy as your cousin.”

      I call him a dick as he storms off, because taking a jab at Mo was uncalled for. I’m the one rejecting him, not her. And now I’m glad that I did.

      “What was that about?” Sami asks, standing beside me as we watch him walk away.

      “Don’t worry about it. Let’s find the others and take off. This whole thing is giving me a headache.”

      As if by magic, Liz and Mo round the corner. My voice fails me when I see Mo’s face. Our eyes meet and like an electric zap I feel all the pain and emotion weighing so heavily on her heart. Despite whatever has happened to make her feel this way, I can see her pick up on my emotion, too.

      “Guess it wasn’t such a magical night after all,” I mutter.

      “Maybe not yet,” Sami says, giving my arm a squeeze. “But the night is still young, and we’ve got two birthday girls to celebrate.”

      I grit my teeth together so I don’t make a nasty reply to Sami’s suggestion. Try my best not to glare as Mo and Liz approach. But I can’t help it. Because as far as birthdays go, this one’s a bust. And why’d Mo turn to Liz if she needed a shoulder to cry on? Why not me? I’m her sister, after all. Not that she was thrilled when she found that out. So, yeah. I have a feeling that neither of us feels like celebrating right now. Personally, I’d rather curl up in a hole and die.
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      I’ve got an iron grip on the steering wheel the entire drive to the police department. My fingers cramp and my palms sweat as I blow through my second red light, horns blaring in my wake, but I still don’t slow down. I can’t.

      I can’t shake the image from my mind of Olivia cold and alone and scared, locked in a room somewhere. A room she can’t escape. A room where she could become sick and weak and dehydrated, and if her captor remains in police custody long enough, potentially something worse. I need to save my daughter.

      My tires squeal as I pull into the parking lot, drawing several curious stares from the uniformed officers loitering outside. I have their full attention as I park in a handicapped spot at such a severe slant that I’m over the lines on both sides. I barely remember to turn the engine off, grabbing my keys only because the car dings at me when I open the door. One of the officers, a short woman with her hair gathered in a tidy bun, starts to approach, but I rush past her on my way inside before she can stop me.

      “I need to see Detective Johnson,” I tell the lady sitting behind the plexiglass window. I lean against the counter, using it to hold myself up. “Immediately.”

      Her eyebrows raise as she looks at me over the tops of her glasses. “I believe Detective Johnson is busy at the moment, but I can find someone else to assist you if you’ll tell me about the nature of your visit today. Are you here to file a report?”

      “No, it needs to be Detective Johnson.” I smack the worn Formica under my hand, adding, “It’s an emergency.”

      “It’s okay, Cheryl, I’ll handle this. Ma’am.” The female officer from outside is now standing at my elbow. “I’ll take you back to speak with the detective.”

      “Thank you.” I almost collapse with relief. I give her a grateful smile, allowing her to take me by the arm and steer me through a door leading to the back. She shows me into a plain room, empty other than a table surrounded by four chairs.

      “Wait here, it’ll only be a moment.”

      She gestures toward one of the chairs and I sit compliantly. It’s not until the door closes behind her and I’m alone that I notice the seat is bolted to the floor. And that there’s a camera mounted high in the corner of the ceiling. I’m in an interrogation room.

      I fight the urge to jump up and try the door handle, positive that I’m locked inside. A prisoner. Just like Olivia is, being held somewhere against her will. They could keep me in here for hours, wasting time that should be used to find my daughter.

      A sob rises in my throat. I’ve screwed up everything. Again. And an innocent person will pay the consequences. Again. I’m toxic, filled with poison and self-loathing, so much so that I feel like my body can barely contain it all. Just when I think I’m going to explode, the door opens, and Detective Johnson appears.

      “Mrs. Bentley. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      He strokes the ends of his mustache, probably to hide the smirk he must be wearing. But none of that matters. I need his help.

      “You arrested Morgana Ripley.”

      He takes a seat across from me. “Actually, I haven’t.”

      “But.” There’s no use hiding it. Several officers saw me. “I was there. Just a little while ago, when it happened.”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me, rounds the table and takes a seat. Pins me with a pointed look and asks, “Then maybe you can tell me who it was I just arrested.”

      “I just told you. Morgana Ripley.”

      “I assure you, ma’am, that was not Ms. Ripley.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, we already have Ms. Ripley in custody.”

      “What?” It’s impossible. I know because—

      “Or, at least, her remains. The bones we recovered from Ripley Manor? They were hers. She was positively identified this morning by the serial number on a surgical pin, used to repair a broken femur she sustained during a skiing accident when she was eleven. Dental records confirmed the identification. So, you see, ma’am, your friend? There’s no way she is who she says she is.”

      I can’t breathe. It feels like all the oxygen has been sucked out of the room. The smug satisfaction in his expression changes as he watches me gasp for air. And then his hand is on my back, his voice in my ear, but he sounds far away, like we’re separated by a great distance.

      We were so careful. We were sure we’d thought of everything. But we were wrong.
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      Life is a series of memories, of hopes and dreams and wishes, of chances seized and opportunities missed, of decisions made, both right and wrong. The director’s cut, a montage of clips cut and edited together to tell the story that hurts the least. Or the most. It depends on the individual personality, I guess, whether they view themselves as a victim or a villain, or maybe even a bit of both.

      But where does the true art of it lie? In a life lived to the fullest, fading to black while surrounded by loved ones at a ripe old age? Or in choosing the ending, choreographing the dance, and going out with a bang?

      When I was little and my friends and I played make-believe games, sometimes the lines of reality would blur, and the place where the game ended, and real life began, would become confused. You expect that from children. But what about adult Amy? What’s my excuse now? Because the truth is, I never stopped playing the game.
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        * * *

      

      It was a dream role, being in a play where you’ve been cast in the part of a beautiful young rich woman with the entire world at her fingertips. Someone who would never have to swish water around in a milk jug to wet her cereal in the morning, sometimes long after the remnants have been washed from the sides of the container, when you can’t even get a whitish tinge to the water, but you keep doing it because to stop would be a form of giving up.

      Same thing with the days I used to pretend to be on a diet, so my friends didn’t know that I didn’t have lunch money and insist on buying me something. A girl has her pride, you know. Sometimes it’s all that she has.

      It’s not that my dad didn’t try. It’s just that he didn’t try very hard. He was more concerned with his libido, with being a womanizer than a provider, and occasionally that called for the grocery money. I like to tell myself that he wasn’t like that before my mom died, that her death pulverized his heart in such a way that he was left desperately searching for someone who could piece it back together. So I guess I’ve always been good at swallowing my own lies.

      It’s a skill that’s really come in handy. For years I’ve played the part, capturing the role of Morgana Ripley in a stunning performance. There were even days where she wasn’t constantly on my mind, mornings that didn’t start with a vision of her lifeless face as I left the dream world of sleep where we still play together.
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        * * *

      

      I sit on the hard metal chair at the hard metal table, knowing there’s a lot more hard discomfort in my future. But maybe there’s still a way to work this to my advantage. An angle I can leverage. I just have to figure out what role I need to play.

      We were young, sure, but we were old enough to know better. And I’m the one who maintained the lie for so long, keeping up the dual existence. Living it up, appearing in the society pages and traveling as Mo, sending postcards as myself. Only, the girl I once was never really was. Does that make any sense?

      I spent my whole childhood playing a part. I was the sweet one, the shy one, the patient one. But really, I was none of those things. I longed for the spotlight, to be the center of attention, to be admired and desired. But the world had cast Mo in that role. Nobody even noticed me failing to thrive, like a plant growing pale and spindly as it strains toward the sun but never quite makes it. And I resented the hell out of that.

      All the things I wanted just fell into her lap. And she didn’t even want them. Sometimes you have to take what’s yours.
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      I cast a glance over at Mo as we walk back toward the front of the rec center and catch a glimpse of an expression as tense as my own must be. Tightening my grip on her hand, I offer her strength. She squeezes back, taking it. Yet at the corner, she pauses.

      I’m worried that she’s changed her mind. That she wants to retreat. But instead of trying to run, she tosses her hair back over her shoulders and raises her chin high. She gives a curt nod, letting me know she’s ready, then, together, we step around the end of the building.

      Sami and Amy are standing out front, waiting for us. They hurry over, Sami wringing her hands, looking like she might cry. But instead of concern, Amy’s scowling. She’s never looked more like her cousin than at this moment, tossing her hair over her shoulder, her tone and inflection the exact same as Mo’s as she says, “Where were you guys? We were worried.”

      Beside me, Mo flinches like she’s been stung. A strange noise sounds from the back of her throat as she studies her cousin’s face, head cocked to the side. Finally, she says, “I think I get it. It all makes sense now. That’s why you love acting. Because it’s freeing to pretend to be someone else, isn’t it?”

      Amy pulls back, covering her open mouth with her hand. Her eyes widen as she stares at Mo’s face. I feel like something’s happening that I’m missing, like a joke I’m not in on, only this is obviously no joke.

      A tear spills over, slipping down Amy’s cheek. “Mo, I’m so sorry. I—”

      Mo wipes Amy’s cheek dry and smiles. She’s showing too many teeth. “I guess it’s worth it if it gets you what you want.”

      Sami and I exchange confused glances.

      “Let’s go,” Mo says. “I don’t want to be here anymore. I’m over it.”

      I fall into step beside her, relieved. Prom night’s been a bust. To think that we’d looked forward to it for so long.

      For three and a half years I didn’t really mind being in high school, but this last semester has been brutal. The next two weeks until graduation can’t go fast enough. Looking at the others, I wonder if I’m the only one who feels this way. There was a time when we would have talked about it. Shared our feelings.

      But lately it seems like we’ve all been lost in our own secrets, our private worlds. Maybe that’s what growing up is. Internalizing your hopes and fears instead of discussing them. And intimacy is confiding your inner thoughts. That’s probably why my mom is always telling my dad he needs to communicate more.

      Mo hooks one arm through Amy’s, her other through mine. I link elbows with Sami. At least, for now, our chain remains unbroken. But for how long?

      I cast a glance over my shoulder at the rec center, sensing that somehow, in this moment, we’re leaving our childhood behind. It feels like it should be bittersweet, but honestly, I’m ready to let it go. Let it burn, for all I care.

      Just as I’m turning away, a movement in the shadows draws my attention. There’s someone standing there, up against the side of the building, watching us. A girl from our class. Francine.

      I’ve seen her more and more often lately, lurking around the periphery of one group or another, including our own. Always overlooked, never included.

      Our eyes meet, and something unreadable flashes across her face. I’m not sure what it is, but it makes me shudder. I turn away, goosebumps spreading from the back of my neck, where I can still feel her gaze boring into me.

      But I don’t have time to dwell on what’s going through the mind of some strange girl right now. I have more important things to worry about. Because I’m still really concerned about Mo. Something strange is going on with her. And I’m starting to suspect it has something to do with Amy.
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      Unlike the interrogation rooms I’ve seen on TV, there’s no one-way mirror in here. There is a camera mounted in the corner, up on the ceiling, but I can’t tell if it’s on or not. I figure it must be. No way would they leave me in here so long on my own, completely unsupervised. I get up to take a closer look and read some of the writing on the walls.

      I wonder if they know yet.

      I’m sure they think they do. But they can’t possibly, not unless someone told them. I don’t think Liz would, especially since she still seems to think that I have her daughter hidden away somewhere, even though I told her I didn’t.

      It hurts that she doesn’t believe me, like I’m some kind of criminal and not one of her best friends. Although I do have to admit—that letter she showed me did look exactly like my handwriting. And it is the way I always used to sign my notes when we were in school.

      But that’s only strange, not damning. Circumstantial evidence at best. And, believe me, I’ve done a lot of research about evidence over the years.

      No, Liz wouldn’t tell. You don’t poke the bear that has your kid, even if it’s just a suspicion. But Sami? Something’s changed about her. And not in a good way.

      It’s funny. Out of all of us, I would have thought she’d end up being the most stable, not the least. But it’s like she never grew up. Like she’s spent all these years in denial, not understanding how screwed up our childhood was. Not realizing that all those little fairy tales we told ourselves about how special we were and how great everything was were just lies.

      There was nothing special about us. We were just average little girls at the mercy of society and the world around us, like all the rest. Sweet until we learned better. Innocent until we weren’t. Dumb until we wised up.

      But Sami never wised up, did she?

      Obviously not if she still hasn’t realized that Sonny was a monster. Sure, he was good looking. Funny. Smart. Charming when he wanted to be. I can’t deny any of that. But all those things just made it even worse when he let the mask slip and his dark side was revealed.

      And believe me, that dark side was as pitch black as it could possibly be. Why else would I have done what I did? It’s not like I wanted to do it. I didn’t have a choice. But the truth is, I’d do it all over again. It’s that bastard’s fault that Mo is dead.
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      The sound of our high heels clicking against the pavement is loud against the still background of the night. It gives our position away. And our gender. Our vulnerability, because I doubt any of us could run in these ridiculous shoes if we needed to, except maybe Mo, who always makes everything look so effortless. But that doesn’t really help the rest of us, does it?

      I search the darkness nervously as we walk. This doesn’t feel safe. It feels like a really bad idea. No. Not just feels like. Is. And suddenly, unexpectedly, I find myself wishing I was back at prom with David. Or just about anywhere else, really.

      But it’s too late for that now and, besides, the lights for the shopping center where Mo told the limo to wait are just up ahead. We’re almost there. There’s no turning back now.

      Not that I actually would if I could, not really. And it’s more than just a loyalty thing. The truth is, I’ve never been good at making tough decisions. Even if I know it’s something I should do. Have to do. Like end an inappropriate relationship with an older man.

      But I was too weak, wasn’t I?

      He said that he loved me, but if that was true, why wouldn’t he have waited for me instead of pressuring me into showing my love for him? All those sayings about hindsight—they’re true. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ve come to realize that like most secrets that you have to keep, it was wrong. I just didn’t want to see it at the time.

      The limo appears up ahead and we trip over the parking lot toward it. Sami giggles as she stumbles and catches herself against me. I look over at her and can’t help smiling. I know she’d hate me for saying it, but she looks so young tonight, so innocent, like a little kid playing dress-up. It reminds me of the girl I once shared everything with, before the secrets between us grew and spread us apart.

      I turn to my other side, toward Mo and Amy. The resemblance between them has grown stronger with age. They look so much alike right now, except that Amy’s face lacks the stress that creases Mo’s. Not for the first time tonight, a ripple of unease pulsates beneath my skin.

      I wish I knew what was going on with her.

      Tomorrow I’m going to talk to Sami and Amy and see if they’re willing to help me hold an intervention. Mo will hate me for it, but it doesn’t matter. She’s my best friend and I love her. And sometimes, love means making tough decisions, no matter how painful you know they’ll be.
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      I meet Detective Johnson’s concerned eyes over the top of the paper bag that I’m breathing into. Though my nerves remain strung tight like piano wire, I’ve finally managed to catch my breath. The layer of sweat coating my body is starting to dry, and my head has stopped spinning.

      “Mrs. Bentley? Are you feeling better now?”

      Besides feeling exhausted and humiliated, I am, so I nod.

      “Good. Do you think you’re able to resume our conversation? Maybe tell me about what got you so upset?”

      I made it here within minutes of his arrival with Amy. Surely that wasn’t enough time for her to tell him much. It will be my word against hers, and I have the opportunity to be the first on record. Only… my daughter is still missing. The note was clear—I can’t tell Detective Johnson about Olivia being kidnapped. But how can I not?

      It doesn’t matter what happens to me, what consequences I’ll face. All that matters is that my daughter is returned safely.

      I nod again, still breathing slow and deep into the bag, buying myself more time to make up my mind. Because Amy as Mo said she hadn’t written the letters or taken my daughter. And for some strange reason, I believe her. But what if she doesn’t realize she was lying?

      I mean, obviously she has some severe mental issues. She’s a murderer, for God’s sake. If you weren’t already living in crazy town, wouldn’t doing something like that drive you there?

      I think of all the sensationalized TV talk shows I’ve watched over the years. Split personalities, dissociative identity disorder, call it what you will, but it’s a thing. A rare thing, but still a thing.

      What if, after so many years of pretending to be both women, her psyche cracked, and she actually became both women? And one of them knows where my daughter is?

      I can’t do this alone.

      It’s out of my hands. There’s no way that Amy is leaving here. I might not be, either. It’s too late for self-preservation. There’s only one thing I can do. I have to trust this man across from me. I have to come clean. About everything. No matter how bad it hurts.

      “Detective? I’m ready to talk. I’m ready to tell you everything you want to know.”
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      Fear is a powerful emotion. It can make you do stupid things. Crazy things. And even though you realize what you’re doing is stupid and crazy, you do them anyway, because you’re scared.

      But panic? Panic is a state of mind. And it doesn’t matter how smart you are, how rational, how sane, when panic has wrapped its dirty tendrils around your brain, you’re at its mercy, like when those tiny parasitical bugs infect wasps and turn them into zombies.

      You might think you’ll be good under pressure, but you never really know until it happens. You could screw everything up. You could make things worse. Especially when you’re desperate.

      You see, desperation is like those parasites. It can take over your brain and make you do things you wouldn’t normally do. Things that you would never do. Not if you weren’t desperate. But when you are, and you see a solution to all of your problems? You get tunnel vision, and that way out becomes all that you can see.

      You can’t see the consequences, or how they’ll affect your future. You can’t see any better options or alternative solutions. All you can see is that tiny little speck of hope that promises you an escape from the bottom of a very deep hole.

      So you take it.

      You snatch it up inside your sweaty palm and ball your hand tight into a fist and keep hold of it no matter what. And maybe it lasts a day or a week or a year. Maybe it works for you indefinitely. But sometimes, life requires both hands. And when that happens, you have no choice other than to let go, or risk crashing onto the cliffs far below.
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      I keep up a steady stream of chatter in the limo, almost like I’m trying to create a diversion from how miserable we all are. Sami makes a feeble attempt to engage, and Amy chimes in every once in a while, but you can tell our hearts aren’t in it. But still, I try, because what else can I do?

      “I thought they did a good job decorating the rec center. It looked a lot better than when we went to that Beanie Baby convention thingie in middle school,” I say.

      Sami chuckles. “You mean the one where those two old ladies got in a tug of war over that green beanie and ended up tearing it in half?”

      “Have we ever been to another Beanie Baby convention that I’m forgetting about?”

      She snorts. “Nope. I’m pretty sure one was enough to last a lifetime. What was that thing, anyways? A cucumber?”

      “I think it was a dragon.”

      “It was an iguana,” Amy says. Her eyes are glassy, and her words come too fast, her voice bordering on shrill. “And his name was Iggy.”

      I forgot that she was the one who liked those things in the first place. I had wondered how we had ended up there. “Oh, that’s right. And there was that fat guy with the ponytail who had, like, the best collection there and you were so jealous that you were ready to get in his murder van and go home with him until Mo told him he was a greasy old perv and said she’d tell the cops unless he gave you the beanie of your choice.”

      Elbowing Mo in the side, I say, “Isn’t that right, Mo?”

      She stares out the window like she hasn’t heard me. Sami and I exchange frowns.

      “I really liked the backdrop they used for the portraits. I bet your prom photos are going to look amazing, Mo,” Sami says.

      Mo continues to blankly watch the scenery passing by without acknowledging us, like a kid who’s got the TV up too high and can’t hear their mother. I wonder what it is that she’s listening to, what thoughts are going through her head so loudly.

      Outside the limo, fancy metal gates and extravagant landscaping lets me know that we’ve reached Ripley Manor. Hopefully, she’ll perk up once we’re out of the car.

      Sami hops out and punches in the gate code for the driver. We’re all silent as we travel up the long driveway. And then, like an evil spell has been cast aside, the fog lifts and she’s back with us.

      I have to bite my tongue when I see the tip she gives the chauffeur, but she seems, if not happy, satisfied, so I keep my mouth shut. Then the limo is gone and we’re all alone. At last.

      We traipse around the house to the clochán out back, and just like I’d hoped, once those stone walls come into view, the atmosphere changes. The night becomes the way it was supposed to be. We return to a simpler time, when we were princesses and fairies and everything was magic, the night air full of laughter and glee. A time when we were happy. We become us again.

      These are the moments I live for.

      When we talked about what our prom night would be like when we were little girls, we had such big ideas. The gorgeous dresses, the handsome dates, the fancy limo. From the outside, it looks like we’re living our dream.

      But then I see the gun.
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      Everyone loves a victim. And that’s what we were. Victims. Each and every one of us. Of men. Of society. Of each other.

      And my father was the worst perpetrator. He preyed on my friends. But the second worst? That was me, because I did, too.

      I tried to deny it for years, but I’m not a good person. I’ve always put myself first. My wants and needs. My ambitions and pride and desires. Even my own safety.

      I knew more than I ever let on. I always told my friends that Sonny never talked about my mom, but that’s not quite true. He just couldn’t do it when he was sober. But with a fifth of whiskey in his belly, he’d tell me everything I wanted to know. And plenty that I didn’t.

      Because the truth is, my mother didn’t die after childbirth. She died before it. A slow, miserable death. When her heart stopped beating and her brain ceased to function? That was her release.

      I didn’t want to end up like my mother.

      When I left Waverly, I hopped a plane to France. I’d always dreamed of seeing a show at a theater in Paris, of seeing the Eiffel Tower and visiting the Louvre. I thought it would be a great place to start, a way to clear my mind of the shock of what had happened, to get my bearings and plan my next step, but mostly I chose France because it’s the one place I’d always hoped to visit.

      I’d never traveled before that, not farther than the six flags a couple of states over, and certainly not by myself. I’d never been on a plane before. Hell, I’d never even used a credit card before I stood at the counter with Mo’s passport in hand and bought the plane ticket.

      It’s funny, the number of potential obstacles that never even occurred to me. Like not speaking French or even knowing what currency they used. There I was, a high school graduate—but only because I’d finished out Mo’s semester—supposed to be ready to take the world by storm, and I couldn’t even find my way from the airport. The only time I’d ever been so scared in my life was that night.

      After an hour of wandering, a lady traveling in a Jackie-O-type skirt-suit and hat named Adora Struthers took pity on me. When she heard the name Morgana Ripley, she attached herself to my hip like a barnacle to a ship’s hull and didn’t leave until five months and three countries later, when her sister had a bad reaction to her liposuction surgery and needed companionship. That was when I learned the power of the name Ripley, the way that people literally scurried to do whatever it took just to be around me when they thought I was her.

      But there was also a darker side to being Mo. The side attached to the Van Cline name. The secrets about our mother.

      After a couple of years of traveling, of living as Morgana Ripley, I started listening to the rumors whispered in my shadow. Only then I came to realize that they weren’t rumors. That what I was hearing was the vestige of the truth, myth based on fact, like the kraken. That the story Sonny spun for me was a spider’s web of lies.

      Vivienne Van Cline, my mother, Mo’s mother, was not a hopeless romantic madly in love with a man from the wrong side of the tracks. Her family didn’t write her off. They didn’t abandon her for choosing love.

      Vivienne Van Cline was a young, mentally ill woman who was preyed upon by my father. The whole romantic, forbidden love story Sonny used to tell was a whitewashed version of the truth. He seduced my mother, talked her into going off her meds, got her pregnant, and fed her delusions to estrange her from her family, friends, and physicians.

      I’ve been in contact with some of the doctors who treated her. I’ve read their notes and listened to their diagnoses. I’ve delved into my mother’s illness, her battle with reality, and come to accept that her sickness is in my blood.

      Maybe that knowledge has made me a little too aware of my own behavior, a little too sensitive to things another person wouldn’t even notice, maybe even a little too introspective. I was not a nice person. I was especially horrible to Mo. My own sister. I tore her down to build myself up because I thought she had everything.

      The pangs of poverty were so great that I equated money with happiness. But that’s not the way it works, I realize that now. Even at the time I should have noticed that Mo, despite all her riches, was miserable. But I guess I was too busy being miserable myself.

      For years I’ve driven myself crazy wondering—if I had been a better sister to Mo, a better friend, would she still be here? If I had shown her more kindness, if I hadn’t contributed fodder to the rumor mill for her antagonists to use against her, if I had been supportive and caring and careful with her heart, would it have made a difference?

      I suppose I’ll never really know.

      But now I have a glimmer of hope. Another chance. Another sister.
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      I get up, walk to the kitchen, and immediately forget what I went there for. Return to the living room, remember, then forget again. I can’t keep my train of thought. All I can think of are all the hateful, disgusting things they said about Sonny. The man I loved. It’s unforgivable.

      Am I really just supposed to go on with my life pretending everything is all right?

      I don’t think that I can.

      The movie playing too loudly on the TV is almost over. I’ll have to come up with something else to watch, and soon, because I can’t risk catching another glimpse of the news. I need the distraction, need to buy some more time to think.

      But my thoughts keep circling back around to the news report. They’ve arrested her. They must know who’s dead. And it’s only a matter of time before the house of cards we so carefully constructed comes tumbling down around us. Only a matter of time before they come for me, too. Maybe I should just take off before that can happen.

      Then what? I leave behind everything and get left with nothing? I glance at the living room. Or maybe not.

      The idea starts out as just the tiniest little flame, but within minutes it’s turned into a raging wildfire. Because I can do this. It’s not too late.

      So she’s in jail already. And for all I know Liz is, too. They could both be behind bars. They could even be sharing a cell.

      Good. They deserve it. I’m sure if they had their choice, they’d bring me down with them.

      But that’s not going to happen.

      Because I don’t deserve that. All I’ve done is lost the people I loved most.

      Not this time. I still have options. Leverage. I still have a way to get my happily ever after.
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      I’ve been here a while now, in this stuffy interrogation room, left to sweat it out on my own. I wonder if they’re doing it on purpose, if this is some kind of tactic they use—leaving someone alone with their thoughts. Because let me tell you, I think it’s working. It’s enough to drive you crazy—even if you don’t have a family history of it.

      The thing about having a mother who suffered from mental illness is that you always wonder about yourself. Did I imagine the conversation about pickles that I had with the lady at the deli counter? Was the man with the mullet who stared at me too long in the parking lot a delusion? When I misplaced my purse, was that just an oversight? Or was there something more sinister going on with my brain?

      The big question is, am I sick too? And if I’m not, then why not? Obviously, the gene is in my blood. Is there some switch inside me just waiting to be turned on? Is it just a matter of time?

      Sometimes, I feel like a bomb, just waiting to explode. Sometimes, I wish it would just happen already. Then they can lock me up in a room with padded walls and I can stop trying to balance on that fishing-line bridge between sanity and psychosis.

      After what happened on prom night, I spent two weeks holed up alone in that giant house on the hill, becoming my sister while her body was rotting out back. Do you know what that does to a person? How it makes them feel? The things it makes them think?

      I couldn’t even leave because I couldn’t risk being seen. Not if I wanted the story to work. So I spent two weeks trapped in that place under the pretense of being sick with mono, finishing up the schoolwork for Mo’s senior year.

      Then I was free. To spread my wings, to travel, to do all the things I’d always dreamed about doing. And if I had to send a postcard every now and then, sign the name I’d grown to hate, well, it was a small price to pay for the luxury I was enjoying. Flying first class, high-end shopping sprees, appearing in the society pages of magazines—it never grew old. In fact, with each passing year, it got even more addictive.

      No one ever questioned that I wasn’t who I said I was. All I had to do was wear my hair a certain way, talk in the clipped, upper crust voice I’d practiced so much, dress and behave the way I was expected—there was no way I could mess up acting the part. I’d been doing it most of my life, after all.

      Even Mo’s parents believed me. Once a year we’d meet up for the holidays, someplace like Paris or Geneva or whatever the hit “it” spot was at the moment. We’d exchange pleasantries, exchange gifts, and then exchange empty promises to keep in touch and get together more often.

      Then they went and died, a one-two punch, her of cancer, him in a car crash only months after. I mourned those strangers far more than the loss of my own parent.

      The truth is, over the years, I’ve lost track of where the fake me ends and the real me begins. I’m not so sure that the real me even exists anymore.

      I think I kind of hoped that coming back might spark a little flame of recognition. Oh yeah, the girl who likes that place right there, that’s me. Not her.

      But it didn’t. Or maybe it just wasn’t enough.

      Because when it comes to being satisfied, I have no idea where to start. I’ve been miserable for so long. The thing about unhappiness is that it’s like a drug. Once it’s in your system too long, you require more and more of it, and then, before you know it, you get stuck in a cycle you can’t break.

      But then I saw her. Olivia.

      And in an instant I knew that this was what I’d been waiting for.
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      “I’ll tell you everything you want to know, but first you have to help me. My daughter’s missing. She’s been kidnapped.”

      Detective Johnson leans back in his seat, studying me as I fumble in my purse for the note. Finding it, I spread it on the table between us.

      “Why am I just hearing about this now?”

      “Because look.” I jab at the letter. “She told me not to tell the police. She threatened my daughter’s safety. But now you have her in custody, and wherever my daughter is, she’s all alone. You need to get her to tell you where my daughter is.”

      “Who is she?” He falls silent, crossing his arms. Leveling me with a steady gaze. Making it clear that he’s the one in charge here. “And what is it that she wants you to confess to?”

      “She’s Amy. Charamy Russo.”

      He nods like he expected this answer all along. “Ms. Ripley’s cousin.”

      “No.” There’s no use lying anymore. They’re going to find it all out anyway. “Amy and Morgana were sisters. Twins. When their mother, Vivienne, died after giving birth, their father, Sonny.” The name tastes so bitter on my tongue that it takes me a moment to recover. “He sold one of them to Vivienne’s sister. Apparently she couldn’t have children of her own, so she offered to raise one of her sister’s.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “Amy told me.”

      “The same Amy we have in custody. Who’s lived under an assumed identity for the last fifteen years?”

      When he puts it that way, it’s obvious she’s not trustworthy, but she wouldn’t have lied, not about this. “Listen, none of this matters. What matters is my daughter, Olivia.”

      “Who you think was kidnapped by Ms. Russo?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who wants you to confess?”

      “To something that’s not my fault. I’ll tell you all about it, I promise, but first we need to find my daughter.”

      “When did she go missing?”

      “Today. Earlier.”

      “And you really believe she’s been kidnapped? There’s no way she could be at a friend’s house? That maybe this note was just left to scare you?”

      I hesitate for only a second before saying, “No.”

      His lips form a grim line under his mustache. “Mrs. Bentley.” His voice is too gentle, too soft. “Is there anyone else who may have taken your daughter?”

      “What? No. It had to have been her.”

      “Are you sure.”

      I bulge my eyes, my frustration mounting. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “I only asked because we’ve actually had Ms. Russo under surveillance for the last several days.”

      “What?”

      “If she was behind your daughter’s kidnapping, she didn’t do it herself.”

      The room spins. I think I’m having another panic attack.

      “But your friend is definitely a very dangerous woman. I’m going to suggest that we place a call to the FBI requesting their assistance with this. First, though, I want you to be sure about what you’re saying. Making false accusations of this nature carries very serious consequences. So are you sure?”

      “Please. Make the call.”

      “I’ll get right on that.”

      As he gets up to leave the room, I put my hand on his arm to stop him.

      “We’re going to find your daughter, Mrs. Bentley. Don’t worry.”

      “Can you please also call my husband? I haven’t told him, and he… he should know.”

      He looks at me like he’s not surprised, that this just underpins what he’s suspected about me, then gives a terse nod before leaving the room. I wait for the door to close behind him before allowing myself to implode. Sweat coats my body as I sob. I’m overheating. I feel like I might burst into flames, my fear for my daughter like a furnace that won’t turn off.

      They’ve been watching Amy. They think she’s dangerous. And they’re not mistaken.
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      I’m still buzzing pretty hard when we get back to Mo’s. I feel sloppy and uncoordinated but also happy and free. I’m not used to breathing easy. Usually I’m so tied up in knots. But this? Filling my lungs deep with fresh air, a smile on my face, a song in my heart, not worrying about tomorrow, or the next day, or the next—I could get used to this.

      I look at Mo, so relieved that she knows—and that she’s forgiven me—for all the random guys I slept with and let think I was her. I throw my arms around her neck and whisper in her ear. “Happy Birthday.” I know what gift I want from her. I want to be able to tell. Not just Liz and Sami, but the whole world. I test the word, saying it out loud. “Twin.”

      It fills me with such elation that I feel like I could fly. I give Mo a kiss on the cheek, grab her by the hands and lean back. She pulls against me and a second later we’re spinning in circles, just like we used to do when we were little. Before I got bitter and resentful and tried to hurt her. Before she got damaged by me and the rest of the world.

      We fall apart, but we’re two halves that make a whole. It won’t be for long. I know we’ll be one again soon.

      I laugh, lifting my face to the stars above and screaming into the night, “We’re eighteen! Whoo!”

      Then, just like I expected, she’s back, her face lowering close to mine. She takes my head in her hands, looking me in the eyes. It makes me giggle. I can’t stop.

      When she releases me, I flop back onto the ground and stare up at the sky, sighing happily. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this peaceful before.

      I close my eyes, the gentle lull of my friends’ voices a background noise that blends into the night, becoming a part of it, like the damp smell of earth and the chill that carries on the breeze. If I could choose one moment in my life to hit pause on and live in forever, it would be this one right here. It’s perfect.

      And then it’s not.

      “Mo, are you okay?”

      Liz sounds concerned. I roll onto my belly, locking gazes with my sister. And I can immediately tell that something’s wrong.

      A dangerous expression flashes behind her eyes, the eyes of a stranger. But that’s not right. It can’t be. I blink, but it’s still true. I don’t recognize this girl standing before me.

      But I do recognize the gun. Because the gun—it’s mine.
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      It’s funny. For the longest time when I thought about that night, I’d think about what happened as “the accident”. But it wasn’t an accident, not in the least bit, and now, for some reason, thinking about it that way seems like an insult.

      Now, in my thoughts I refer to it as “the life changing event” that happened that night. That’s exactly what it was, right? A life changing event? Mo was alive before, she was dead after, and all of our lives changed forever. In an instant.

      I think of Liz’s daughter, my half-sister, again. It was just by chance that I looked up from my phone at the very moment I walked by her the other day, as we were passing each other on the sidewalk outside a store, and I knew immediately who she was—and that my life was about to change again.

      She looked exactly like Liz had at her age, only she was taller and had the brightest green eyes. Sonny’s eyes. There was no mistaking that unreal shade of sea-glass green. It was the only thing I ever used to wish that I’d inherited from him.

      I want a chance to know her. I want her to know about me. I want to tell her all about Mo, and secrets about her mother, and the friendship we had when we were younger. I need her to understand. Then maybe I can, too.

      It seems like it’s been hours by the time the detective comes into the room. I’ve read every inch of graffiti on the walls by then, plenty of it about him, and know that I’m facing off with a formidable opponent. I’m going to have to play this just right.

      I settle back in the uncomfortable metal chair, straight, high back, no arms, and no padding, waiting patiently as Detective Johnson tells me he’ll be recording the conversation, then gives me my Miranda warning again before he states his name, the date, and the time for the video.

      “Detective, my friend’s daughter, Olivia—”

      “We’re aware of the situation.”

      “But—”

      “We’ve received a call from her giving us her location.”

      “So, she’s safe?”

      “A rescue team is en route now.”

      I feel like a thousand-pound boulder has been removed from my back. The tightness in my chest that I’d been struggling to breathe against is gone. Like flicking a light switch, there’s a night-and-day difference between the way the world felt thirty seconds ago and how it feels now. It’s been a long time since I cared about anyone other than myself. It’s a wonder I haven’t forgotten how.

      “Now then, ma’am. There’s the little matter of who you are.”

      “My name is Charamy Russo.” I draw a deep breath. “And on May 22, 1999, my twin sister, Morgana Ripley, from whom I was separated shortly after birth, died. I have been living under her identity since that date.”
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      I listen to the click of our heels against the sidewalk as we walk to the car, and I swear with each pair of steps I hear no more, no more, no more. That’s the way I feel. I really can’t take any more. All this… ridiculousness needs to come to an end. Someone needs to stop this. Someone needs to save us.

      Luckily, there’s no one lingering in the parking lot. No witnesses to what I can only imagine is an eyeful, four girls in prom dresses tripping across a grocery store parking lot in our fancy shoes, looking like we just weathered a raging storm. But the squall isn’t done yet. It’s still brewing, gathering strength. I can feel it. Right below the surface of my skin.

      We reach the limo and I knock on one of the windows. There’s a click as the locks disengage. Pulling the door open, I watch my friends pile inside. I pull a dead twig out of Liz’s hair as she passes. When did we all become such a mess? What happened to us?

      What hasn’t happened to us?

      I suppose I know the answers to my questions. I know more than I ever wanted to. So much darkness, so many secrets, where did the innocent little girls we once were disappear to? Where did we go?

      I, for one, have lost myself.

      Part of me is dead now. The part of me that yearned for salvation.

      My breath catches in my throat as the dark thoughts fill my head. I squeeze my eyes shut, telling myself not to listen. That it isn’t true.

      Then the car comes to a stop, and when I open my eyes, I see that we’ve arrived. I wouldn’t say that we’re home, but we’re here. The driver lowers the partition separating him from the passenger compartment and passes me a clipboard with a credit card receipt and pen on it. I add an obscene tip, total the charge, sign, and pass it back.

      His eyebrows practically fly off his forehead when he sees the amount. I watch him jump out of his seat and scramble around to open the door for us. As we exit, he nods and bows respectfully before retreating.

      I am a Ripley, hear me roar. Only I’m not. Not really, not according to Amy.

      I don’t doubt what she’s said, it makes perfect sense, and it’s not like I haven’t wondered over the years. And if I had found out five years ago, hell, maybe even two, it might have made a difference. It may have been the answer to everything.

      But not now. It’s too late. Now I don’t even have my crappy little mantra. Now, the fortune I’ve hid behind, the money that I believed would always protect me in the end, isn’t even rightfully mine. So now what do I have?

      I know, I know, friends who love me. But that’s all, that’s absolutely it, because there’s nothing left inside this empty shell that I carry around like a hermit crab. I’m just a dry, brittle husk with nothing underneath. I have no life skills. I haven’t needed them. I haven’t been living a real life.

      Everyone always thinks I’m so strong and so brave, but I’m not. They only see those things because they want to, because they look at me and they have to see something, so they make it up, see what isn’t really there because it’s easier than admitting I’m not even really here.

      Because I’m not. I’m just a ghost, a memory that they carry with them. I died long ago. It’s time for them to put their imaginary friend away and let me rest. I’m tired.

      I tug my shoes off, abandoning them on the ground as I trail my friends around the side of the house to the clochán out back. My feet sink into the spongy earth, grass painting my ankles with beads of dew. Their faces, their laughs, are distorted, like the fun house at the fair. Like a dream. Because that’s what this is, isn’t it?

      It isn’t real. It’s all pretend.

      We cross the backyard and then enter the woods. The trees hold hands overhead, creating a cathedral. Ahead, in a small clearing, is the clochán. Moon beams filter through the leaves, pine needles carpet the land beneath our feet; everything is cast in a magical glow.

      This is where we held court as princesses and danced as fairies. A place without judgment, a place where we could be ourselves. Here was a place to be free.

      I look around, at my friends. All smiling. All so calm, so relieved to be here, in our place. The one place where no one can hurt us.

      And then I know. I know what I must do, what I’ve always needed to do, the reason that I’m still here. I’ve wondered for so long, but now the answer is clear. I can feel it in every atom of every cell of my body. My entire being thrums with the realization.

      Over the years we’ve decorated and redecorated the clochán dozens of times. We’ve hung streamers and draped fabric and laid rugs. There’s not much room for furniture, but we keep a folding table and chairs out there, and a single dresser that we all share. It’s behind this dresser that I found a perfect spot for the gift my sister brought me.

      I hadn’t thought it was a gift at first. I’d been scared of it. The power of it. But now I see the truth. It was always meant for me. It was always supposed to be mine.

      My power. My fate. My gift to give.

      The stone walls of the clochán aren’t perfect. There are spots where rocks curve in, areas where they bow out. It’s in front of one of these recessed areas that the dresser sits. You can’t see the gap from the sides or top, but if you slide your hand behind it, you’ll find the gap. And filling part of this hollow, taped to the wooden back, is the gift.

      Amy throws her arms around my neck, startling me. “Happy Birthday,” she whispers into my ear, and then adds, “Twin.”

      Her weight is heavy against me, simultaneously dragging me down and buoying me up. I know she never meant to hurt me. But her cut was one of the deepest.

      Her lips brush my cheek, her hands slide down my arms. Taking me by the wrists, she leans back. Locking my hands around hers, I pull, and then we’re spinning in circles, heads back, laughing like we used to do when we were little.

      Liz and Sami’s faces are blurs as we turn, faster and faster, gravity pulling stronger, harder, and then I lose my grip, or maybe she loses hers, and we’re falling apart, stumbling backward. I land on my back, panting. I catch a glimpse of a single star staring down at me through the branches high above. Amy’s laughter pops in the air like bubbles.

      “We’re eighteen!” she howls into the night. “Whoo!”

      Amy is the quiet one, the reserved one. This isn’t right. Maybe this isn’t Amy. Or maybe I’m just not used to this Amy, the one in this dream, this reality. I push myself to my feet. I have to look into this Amy’s eyes and see.

      I walk unsteadily over to where she lays. I’m still reeling, dizzy, my head cloaked in puffy indigo clouds. Reaching her, I kneel down and take her head in my hands, sticking my face close to hers. Her pupils look funny. She lets loose another peel of laughter, bells tinkling. Then I realize that she’s high.

      I hate this world, this place where the innocent are abused, drugged, led to damnation like lambs to slaughter. This world that hurts and maims and ruins. There’s a better place. There has to be.

      Releasing Amy’s head, I look away and sit back, dropping hard to the ground. Sami sits beside me. Liz lowers herself to my other side.

      “You never told us what you wanted for your birthday this year,” Sami says, only it’s not her. Sami’s mouth is moving, but it’s Liz’s voice that comes out. I try to pretend that I don’t notice, that I’m not aware that the fabric of this reality is torn, that the edges are curling up, allowing another world to flow in as this one ebbs.

      My eyes are closed. I hear the words inside my head, echoing within the dark recesses. What I really want. I know what I really want. I want what we need. What we all need. A release from this madness. To be free. Untouchable. Never to be hurt again.

      “Mo? Where are you going?”

      If I’m quick, I can do it. No one will stop me. Running into the clochán, I head for the dresser. I slip my fingers behind it, my palm running down the rough wood, cold, smooth stone glancing against the back of my hand. Everything is all mixed up, all rough and smooth and wrong, wrong, wrong. I have to stop it before it happens.

      My fingers find the gift, curl around it. Ripping away its tape tethers, I bring it to me, holding it against my chest. A part of me always knew.

      He wanted everyone. Everyone but me.

      He needed all of them. He did not need me.

      I was his daughter. But I was not his.

      But this was. It was his before, and now it’s mine.

      He must have known that I was the one. That it would be up to me to save us, to protect us, to deliver us from the evils of this life. That must be the reason he didn’t want me. My power was too great.

      Peering around the doorway, I look out at my friends, spotlighted by a moonbeam, an angel’s light painting the way. Amy is laying on her back. Sami and Liz are a few feet away, their backs to me, huddled together. I decide the order. I want Amy to go last, with me, like we came into this world.

      I walk up behind Sami and Liz, my bare feet silent across the pine needles. They’ve lost their color, painted in shades of gray. I let my heart swell with the love I feel for them. I suck in all their pain, taking it for my own. When I release them, they will be spotless, clean.

      But then something stops me. This is not my Liz. Her face is too full. She has a hand draped across her belly, no longer flat, but starting to round. And I realize I’m too late. This is something that I cannot draw from her, a poison I cannot take for my own. Liz startles and looks over her shoulder at me. I have lost my power. She can see me.

      “Mo, are you okay?”

      Amy rolls onto her belly, our identical eyes locking. It’s too late for them all. It’s all my fault and now I’ll have to pay the price. I’ll have to go alone.

      I raise the gift to my head. It’s found its home. The place it’s belonged this whole time. My finger tightens on the trigger. I give one last tug with my heart, pulling out all the bad, all the hurt and harm and agony. Mo is going to make the ache go away. She’s going to make it all better.

      I feel the smile on my face. It feels like the most beautiful smile. I see it reflected in their eyes. It is beautiful.

      My being is flooded with serenity. I take a deep breath, making sure I’ve collected everything I need to take with me. I have. It’s time to go.
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      As I sit here watching one of my closest friends in the world bleed out on the ground before me, I think about my hair. I’ve always hated the color. It isn’t light enough for me to be a true redhead, not dark enough for me to be a brunette.

      I’ve always wanted to dye it, but my friends made me promise I wouldn’t. Liz in particular was adamant that I not. She always promised that it was a gorgeous color, and that one day, I’d think so too.

      I don’t know if I’d ever say gorgeous, but for the first time in my life I decide that it is pretty. It’s very close in shade to the blood that’s spattered across the fabric of Mo’s dress. Not quite a rust, not quite a ruby, but some hue in-between.

      Liz is sobbing. I wish she’d shut up. It’s not going to do any good. That old adage about crying over spilled milk comes to mind and I have to stifle a giggle, because laughter probably isn’t appropriate right now.

      And Amy. Just staring, eyes wider than I’ve ever seen before. She looks like she’s seen a ghost. Then again, maybe she has. Maybe I should look around, and I’d be able to see it, too. But I can’t take my eyes off the pretty color staining Mo’s dress. Pretty like my hair.

      Sonny’s gone. He’s never coming back. Now Mo’s gone, too.
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      “Mo!” I can still feel the force of my scream tearing through my lungs, drowned out by the ringing in my ears. I can still see the chain reaction caused by that bullet—flesh, blood, bone, hair—all reacting to the projectile in excruciatingly slow motion. I can still feel the immediate void left inside me as my twin sister left this world. And I thought I felt empty before.

      I don’t want to believe it. I keep telling myself that it has to be some kind of elaborate hoax, some special effects joke that Mo spent way too much money on, but I know that I’m telling myself a lie. Because as I stand here, looking down at her limp body, I know I’m looking at an empty shell. My sister is gone.

      But I can’t stop staring at her, watching for some movement, some sign that I’m mistaken. I have to be wrong. This can’t be happening. Even if I knew.

      I knew that Mo was unhappy. I knew about her growing depression. I knew that sometimes she made off the wall comments that should have been cause for worry. I saw all the signs, and I chose to ignore them. In fact, I made them worse. This is my fault. The blame is mine.

      It doesn’t matter that I’ve been treading water in a pool of my own troubles. I’ve been entirely too self-absorbed. I should have made time. I should have tried to help her more. But I didn’t, and there’s no excuse for that. Because now my sister, my other half, is gone. And she used the gun that I gave her, the one I asked her to hold for me because I was concerned more about my own safety than hers.

      People are going to hate me when they find out. This is going to follow me around forever, my future squashed before it even got started.

      I have no idea how long I stand there, frozen in shock, surrounded by the darkness. Thinking my thoughts while the scent of blood and gun powder invade my nose. The cool night air chilling my skin until I’m as cold on the outside as the inside.

      Then suddenly, I realize that the persistent tugging on my arm is Liz. I turn to look at her with surprise. I’d forgotten she was here. That I’m not alone in this hellish abyss. But of course it’s her. Why couldn’t it be Sami?

      Her face is red and puffy and tear streaked, her voice choked with hiccups and emotion as she says, “We need to call someone. We need help.”

      Help sounds nice. But it could also be dangerous, bringing with it questions that are too hard and painful and shameful to answer. Help will want to know what happened. Help will want to know where the gun came from.

      “We can’t,” I whisper.

      But she doesn’t hear me.

      “Something’s wrong with Sami,” she says.

      I glance toward my friend, see her gazing off into space with empty eyes and a partial smile and I wonder exactly where it is that she’s at right now, and why I can’t be there, too.

      Liz pulls on my arm again. “I’m going to go up to the house to use the phone. Come with me.”

      I turn to face her with stilted movements. “No.” It’s not just that I can’t leave Mo yet.

      “But we have—”

      “No,” I say, more forcefully this time, shaking her hand off me. “No one can know.”

      “This isn’t something that we can keep hidden, Amy. Mo’s dead. People are going to find out.”

      And then those people will know what a horrible sister I’ve been. That can’t happen. There has to be another way.

      “No, they aren’t. Please, Liz. I have nothing left. I need this. Will you at least just hear me out?”

      She looks at Sami, then deflates, defeated, as she realizes there’s no one to back her up right now. It’s just me and her and, of the two of us, we both know who’s stronger.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I say slowly. “We’ll tell everyone that Mo is sick. Something that takes a couple of weeks to get over.”

      Liz shakes her head. “That won’t work. Remember that time I had mono, and I was out sick for a month? The school still called my house every single day, even though my mom went in to talk to them.”

      I stand up straighter. Lift my chin. Pull my hair out of its ponytail and flip it over my shoulder. When I speak next, it’s in a carefully modulated tone. Mo’s tone. “Then I’ll stay here and answer the calls.”

      “But then what do we tell people about you?”

      “Yeah.” The light is back on behind Sami’s eyes, signaling that she’s returned from wherever she went to. “You’ve been staying at my house. My mom’s going to notice if you’re not there.”

      “Tell them.” I think about all of my hopes and dreams, all the things I wanted to get out of life. It’s obvious that none of it is going to happen now. But maybe, on some level… “We’ll tell everyone that I got offered a music deal, and I’m going to L.A. We’ll tell your mom and I’ll pack up and leave tomorrow. I’ll go to school on Monday, late, after I call in sick as Mo. I’ll announce it to the drama club. That way, everyone will have heard by the end of the day.”

      “That’s only a temporary fix. Eventually, people are going to notice that you’re missing when they don’t hear from you. Or about you. And then they’re going to ask questions.”

      “Who? Who is there in my life who’s going to notice I’m missing, besides you guys?”

      Liz knows I’ve got her there. Because the answer is no one. There’s not one person who would really give a damn whether I was alive or dead that isn’t standing here right this moment. She holds her hand out to me, begging me with her eyes to take it. But I can’t.

      “There’s only two weeks left until graduation. I’ll stay here and talk to the school when they call. And I’ll do Mo’s assignments. After graduation, I’ll leave. I’ll take Mo’s passport, travel as her, and I’ll mail postcards to you guys as me. No one ever has to know.”

      “But what about…” Her eyes flick toward Mo’s body.

      “We’ll pull the clochán down,” Sami says. “Bury her under the rubble. It’s only fitting, don’t you think?”

      I do. Even Liz gives a reluctant nod. It’s settled. We have a plan. Approaching the clochán, I squint at it, trying to decide the best way to knock it down.

      “Ooh. Hold on. I’ll be right back.”

      “What? Sami, no, we don’t have time—”

      “Mo’s journal,” she says, voice thick with emotion. “She’d want it with her. I know where she keeps it. It’ll only take a sec. Please.”

      She spins on her heels and hurries off without giving me a chance to answer. I draw a deep breath as I watch her go. I still can’t believe that Mo is gone. That I’m officially alone in this world now. But I can do this. If there’s one thing my life has taught me, it’s how to make the most of a bad situation. And there’s a chance my situation just got much better.
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      When I was little, I was afraid of strangers. Not just shy or standoffish or wary, like some kids are, but full-fledged, heart-pounding, cold-sweating, hiding-behind-my-mother’s-legs terrified of them. I’m not sure when I grew out of it. Maybe a part of me never did.

      Because people are scary. Unpredictable. Dangerous.

      But here’s the thing—it’s not the people we don’t know that we have the most to fear from. It’s the people we do.

      Because people are scary. Unpredictable. Dangerous.

      You can know someone practically your whole life, only to realize that you don’t really know them at all. You only know what they let you. And sometimes, that’s a lie.
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      I can do this. I can pull this off. I just need to be careful. Methodical. Control the situation.

      “This is… It’s wrong, Amy. We’re making a mistake. We need to call the cops.”

      Trust Liz to ruin everything. But I can’t have that. I need her to stay silent. Whatever it takes.

      Even if what it takes is the truth.

      “No. We’re doing this my way.” I straighten my spine and push my shoulders back, lift my chin, already assuming my Mo posture. Use my height advantage to stare down at Liz. I don’t see what everyone sees in her. Why she’s always everyone’s favorite. Mo’s. Sami’s. Even my father’s. “Mo was my sister. My father sold her to the Ripley’s because they couldn’t have any children of their own.”

      Her gaze widens, but she holds her ground. “Just because she was your sister doesn’t mean—”

      “Trust me on this, Liz. You don’t want to cross me. I’d tell you to ask Sonny, but you can’t. Because I killed him.”

      She gasps, stumbling backward away from me until her back is up against the trunk of a tree. I stalk forward, closing the distance between us. “Don’t be so surprised, Liz. You helped.”

      “What?” Her whisper is so soft I can barely hear it. But I can feel it, her shock, her surprise. That she knows I’m telling the truth. It gives me the confidence I need to go on.

      “Remember that quiche I asked you to help me bake for his birthday?”

      She whimpers.

      “Remember how he died later that same day?”

      “It was a heart attack.”

      But she doesn’t sound so sure. I grin as I say, “Was it?”

      I watch her throat stretch as she swallows hard. The fear that flashes in her eyes. “How?”

      “You know that play I was in sophomore year? The one based on the Agatha Christie book, where the evil stepmother gets killed by her own heart medication?”

      She makes no sign that she’s heard me, but I continue anyway.

      “Well, Mr. Fergus, the drama teacher, took the same stuff. Digitalis. Made from the foxglove plant. Medicinal in small doses, but lethal in large, as he was foolish enough to tell us. So when I saw the vial on the desk in his office one day, I couldn’t resist stealing a few. You know. Just in case. I never thought I’d actually use it, but Sonny left me no choice.”

      I glance toward the house, but there’s no sign of Sami.

      “It was easier than I thought it would be. To grind it up, bake it into a special birthday treat for my dear old dad. And I had you help me feed it to him because he would have suspected something was up if it was just me trying to do something nice for him.”

      “But… why?”

      “Why? Because someone had to punish him, and that someone was me. He deserved to die.”

      “But—”

      “Why you?”

      She nods.

      “Because you had so much going for you. A loving family. A caring boyfriend. Good grades and a bright future. And yet you did it anyways. You had sex with my father. Why, Liz?”

      Her mouth opens but no sound comes out.

      “Did you know that he was sleeping with Sami, too? My dad was a predator, and, Sami, she’s so naïve and desperate for attention. The perfect prey. He abused her, Liz. Took advantage of her trust. And you’re the one who paved the way for that.”

      “No.” She shakes her head, eyes squeezed shut, tears running down her cheeks.

      “But it is. I saw it with my own eyes. And after that, I started following him to see what else he was up to. Imagine my surprise when I found out that Sami wasn’t the only one. That he was hooking up with you, too. Only, it was different with you, wasn’t it, Liz? Because you didn’t have daddy issues. You weren’t trying to fill some void inside because you felt empty. You did it because you wanted to. Because it was fun.”

      “That’s not true,” she whispers.

      “Isn’t it?”

      “I was only fifteen when it started. Just a kid. When he told me that what we were doing was okay, I believed him. Because he said he loved me. But even if that was true, it was wrong. I know that now, but still. I feel so dirty and ashamed. I wish it had never happened. And oh God. Poor Sami.” Her voice breaks as she hides her face in her hands, shaking her head.

      I look away, disgusted. How did we all end up so broken like this? Victims of the same man. How could it be that there was no one who saw what was happening, no one to intervene, to protect us? How can society fail its girls so much and still hold its head so high?

      Spotting Sami jogging down the path from the house, Mo’s journal in her hand, I force myself to take a step away, to release my hands from the fists they’ve balled into. I can’t let myself get sidetracked. There’s only one thing that matters now.

      I lay a hand gently on Liz’s shoulder. Give it a soft, reassuring squeeze when her eyes meet mine. Because like it or not, we’re in this together. “We need to start working the stones loose,” I say. “We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”
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      I listen to the dust settle in the room around us while the detective finds his voice. His eyes flick to the camera over my head. He clears his throat, strokes his mustache.

      “Can you tell me the details surrounding the event? What type of weapon was used?”

      I nod.

      “She used a gun. It was… our father’s. It was prom night. Our birthday. Everything was weird that night. Mo, well, if I’m honest, she hadn’t been right for a while. Mental illness runs in our family. I knew she was depressed, but I didn’t have any idea that she was so… none of us did, or we would have tried to help. She didn’t say anything. We never even suspected.”

      If only Sonny had been honest with me. With us. Or even the Ripleys. As her sister, Mo’s “mother” must have known how serious Vivienne’s issues had been. But I guess it’s easier to bury dirty laundry than to air it. Only, I would give anything to tell the world my twin was sick if it meant she was still here with me.

      So I say it now, out loud for the first time. “Our mother was mentally ill. Bipolar. Maybe even borderline schizophrenic. I suspect that Mo was, too.” I swear that I feel her beside me right now, taking my hand in hers, imbuing me with the strength that I need to get through this.

      I take a deep breath and continue. “Mo came out of the clochán.”

      I pause to see if he needs an explanation on what that is, but he nods for me to go on.

      “We were in the woods in a little clearing just outside of it. She went inside, and when she came back out, she had the gun. I… when I first saw it, I thought she was going to shoot all of us.”

      I fall silent, thinking about the emotions that had flashed across Mo’s face like a slideshow.

      “Do you think that was her original intention, but then, for some reason, she changed her plan?” His voice is low. There’s no judgment in his tone. I appreciate that.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “Can you think of any reason in particular why Morgana would have felt that killing her friends would be the right thing to do?” He asks the very question I’ve been trying to answer for years.

      “I think that… maybe… she thought that she was saving us.”

      “Did that play into some kind of delusion that she was suffering from? That you needed saving?”

      “No. Well. I’m not sure. I don’t know if she was having delusions or not.”

      “Then why would you think that she was trying to save you?”

      A cynical sniff of laughter comes from my nose. I close my eyes, trapping my tears, refusing to let them escape. My lips are pressed hard together. It takes all my willpower to part them to speak.

      “Because we needed saving.”

      I’m surprised by the sound of my voice. It sounds so young. Like a lost little girl’s whisper for help. The detective stares at me from across the table. I silently beg him not to ask.

      “From who?”

      Drawing a shaky breath, I tell him. “From life. From my father. From ourselves.” And though I don’t say it out loud, from each other. Because I was the one who hurt her the most, wasn’t I? “Take your pick.”

      I’m quiet for a moment, stunned as the one thing I forgot comes back to mind. Mo’s diary.

      We had dragged Mo into the clochán after the life-changing event. We were going to pull the hut down and bury her under the rubble. But Sami had gone and got Mo’s journal. Wrapped it in plastic. Insisted on burying it by her head. Like a headstone. That random act might be my downfall.

      I thought it would be safe to confess. We hadn’t done anything heinously wrong, after all. We hadn’t killed Mo. But I had killed someone.

      What if Mo wrote about me poisoning Sonny?

      I’d told her, after all. Whispered it in her ear the same night I told her we were sisters. I had thought she’d be happy that I’d punished the man who kept us apart. But she wasn’t. It was just one more injury between us.

      A sob bursts like a bubble in my throat.

      “I don’t think Mo was ever quite right after our father died. It was so sudden. So unexpected. She had just found out he’d separated us, and she never got the chance to confront him. To find closure.”

      It’s amazing how easy this is, how the words and emotions just supply themselves, like it’s a role that was scripted just for me.

      “And then we found out he’d abused our friends.”

      Detective Johnson clears his throat, shifting in his seat. “I don’t suppose there’s any evidence to prove that the abuse is more than just an allegation?”

      “Liz’s daughter.”

      “What about her?”

      “If you test her DNA against mine, you’ll find that we’re half-sisters.”

      He sits back in his chair like my words have shoved him. The word sisters forms silently on his lips. He shakes his head, recovering himself.

      “What makes you say that she—” he makes air quotes “—‘wasn’t right’ after your father’s death?”

      “Because she wanted me to take credit for it.”

      “To confess to killing him?”

      I tilt my head to the side and frown like I’m confused. “Well, not exactly. It’s just that after he died, she thought that I should tell myself that I had done it. Like, taken a stand and killed the man who hurt me. She thought it would make me feel like I had taken my power back. The power he had taken from me.”

      “How did you feel about that?”

      “I don’t know. It seemed strange.”

      He clears his throat. Twists a pen between his fingers as he studies my face. “Ms. Russo. You should probably know that a judge has already approved the exhumation order we requested for your father’s remains.”

      When will it end? Here I am, once again trying to twist the events of my life into a tale that makes me appear innocent. And suddenly, as much as it sickens me, I realize that I truly am my father’s daughter.

      I open my mouth to speak, but I have nothing to say. Luckily, I don’t have to. Because the universe realizes it owes me. And it chooses that moment to repay its debt, sending someone to interrupt by knocking on the door.
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      I’m almost through packing when there’s a knock on the door. I jump, startled, a worm of panic starting in my stomach and spreading its way through my body, threading through my limbs, making them twitch and jerk. I can’t believe this is happening.

      I’m too late. It’s the police, it must be. But maybe there’s still a way out of this.

      Inching toward the window, I hook a finger around the curtain and tug it back an inch. Peek outside. And feel an overwhelming surge of relief.

      David’s SUV is parked in the driveway behind my sedan. This could be a good thing. I can use this to my advantage. I hurry through the house and unbolt the lock, opening the door just enough to slip my head through.

      “David.”

      “Sami, I need your help.”

      “Now’s not a good—” I hadn’t meant to let him in, I had intended to keep him outside, but when he closed the distance between us I thought he wanted a hug and my body responded before my brain could. But instead of embracing me he brushed right by me, pushing his way into the house.

      I rush to get in front of him, stopping him in his tracks. “Baby, what’s the matter?”

      But I already know. His wife is in jail for murder.

      His eyes are red and bloodshot. His hair sticks out at random angles from his head. He’s falling apart, and I have to admit, I’m kind of pissed. All this time he’s let me be under the impression that he didn’t care about her anymore. But this is not the face of indifference. This looks more like devastation.

      “It’s Olivia. Someone’s taken her.”

      “What?”

      He nods like a bobblehead, like he’s still trying to convince himself that it’s true. “Liz is at the police station now. They’ve called the FBI in. I have to look for her. I need your help.”

      I can’t believe it. I should have known. All she’s ever done is mess things up.

      I hook my arm through his, guide him back toward the door. “Of course. Anything I can do to help. Do they have any idea who took her?”

      “Dad?”

      This is the proverbial moment when the shit hits the fan. I have to salvage this. I have to make him understand.

      “Olivia, go back to the living room. Your dad and I need to talk.”

      But it’s too late. David’s seen her and now everything, the whole plan, is ruined. He rushes over and throws his arms around her, enveloping her in the hug that should have been mine. “Olivia, honey, what are you doing here?”

      Her voice is muffled against his chest. “What do you mean?”

      He spins toward me, tucking Olivia behind him like I’m some kind of threat. He hisses through bared teeth, barely controlling his anger. “What. Is. She. Doing. Here.”

      “Dad.” Olivia grabs his arm, tries to make him face her, but he won’t take his eyes off me. Guess he’s smarter than I thought. “Dad, what’s the matter? You’re scaring me.”

      His eyes search my face for an answer. “Sami?” When I don’t respond, he glances over his shoulder and asks, “Did she hurt you?”

      “What? No. I don’t understand. Sami said she spoke to mom. That mom thought we both needed a little space to think after, well… she said it was okay if I stayed here for a while.”

      “This is our chance, David, don’t you see? This is our opportunity to be together.”

      Olivia’s eyes narrow at me, her head tilting with confusion. “Dad?”

      I can’t help it. I have to speak the words that have been running through my mind for days now in an endless loop, ever since I laid eyes on Olivia and realized the truth. “He’s not your dad.”

      “Don’t you say that. Don’t you dare ever say that,” he roars.

      “But. It’s the truth.” I hold my hands up in supplication. “I’m sorry that Liz tricked you, but that’s just all the more reason why we should be together. She doesn’t deserve you. I can make you happy. I can give you a real family. Of your own.”

      “Liz didn’t trick me.”

      This is going very wrong. I take a step backward, down the hall, toward my bedroom. He takes a step forward, not allowing me to retreat.

      “Olivia, here.” He pulls his keys and phone out of his pocket. “Go lock yourself in the car and call 911. Tell them where we are. And that Samantha Warner was the one who kidnapped you.”

      “Kidnapped? No, this is all just a misunderstanding, it has to be.”

      “This isn’t a misunderstanding. It isn’t a joke. Your mom received a note threatening your safety. She’s at the police station talking with the FBI right now. There are people out there looking for you, trying to find who took you. This woman is a criminal.”

      Olivia’s eyes widen with understanding. She snatches the keys and the phone.

      “Your mom is too,” I call after her as she scurries from the house. Once the sound of her hurried steps is gone, I try to convince him again. “David, it’s not too late. We can fix this.” I chance turning my back on him even though he looks like he wants to throttle me and continue down the hall to my bedroom.

      “For the record…” his voice is cold and detached.

      And I know I’ve lost this particular battle. But I haven’t yet lost the war.

      “I knew Liz was pregnant. I don’t think she even knew yet, but I did, I suspected. And I chose to be with her. To raise the baby as my own.”

      “But you don’t love her.”

      “I do. I’ve always loved her.”

      I laugh. “Please. You have a funny way of showing it.”

      “I didn’t cheat because I wasn’t in love with my wife. I cheated because I was hurt. Because something happened and she wouldn’t let me in. She kept me at a distance. You and me? Well, I guess part of the allure was that you made me feel closer to her. And a part of me hoped that maybe one day you’d say something that would let it all make sense. I’m sorry if you thought otherwise, Sami.”

      I tug open the drawer in my nightstand and shove my hand inside, rifling around. “You really love her?”

      “I really do.”

      “And you’re choosing her?”

      “I am.”

      They always do.

      “Then I hope she’s worth dying for.”

      I pull the gun out. I aim. And I pull the trigger.
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      I stare at the watch strapped to the FBI agent’s wrist, watching the second hand pass the time in jerky little movements. I swear I can hear the small tick-tick in the otherwise silent room, each one of them making it a little harder to breathe—each one marking another moment my daughter is gone.

      I’ve got to get out of here. There’s got to be something I can do to help. Something other than just sitting here in this tiny room with its stale air, nibbling at the raw mess I’ve made of my thumb. I haven’t chewed on my nails since grade school, but now they’re bitten down to the quick, the ends of my fingers tender and bloodied.

      They need to let me go. I’ve said all I have to say. I fulfilled my end of the bargain, told Detective Johnson every horrible detail that I remember from that night. And then I had to do it all again, so one of the agents from the local FBI field office could determine whether there’s a possible connection between that night and my daughter’s kidnapping.

      How could there not be?

      But reliving that night over and over again is a small price to pay as long as it remains the worst of my life. I pray to God that it doesn’t get replaced by a new one. I pray every single second that I sit here in this room, listening to the soundtrack of the agent’s watch, while all the horrible things that could be happening to my daughter right now run through my head in an endless loop.

      Someone taps twice on the door. The agent’s eyes meet mine as she rises to answer it. She gives me a nod as if to tell me, be strong, you’ve got this. But I’m not so sure I do.

      I haven’t been a good friend. Or a good wife. I’m not even sure I’ve been a good mother. But I’ve tried. And if I’m lucky enough to get the opportunity, I’m going to do better. It’s a promise I make to myself and whoever is out there listening in the world.

      The agent steps outside, closing the door behind her. I scratch nervously at my arm, managing to raise angry welts from the ragged edges of my gnawed-up nails. I imagine the relief I’ll feel when she comes back into the room smiling and tells me that they’ve found Olivia. That she’s all right. I start a list in my mind, all the ways I’m going to be a better person.

      But the agent’s been out there too long now. She’d be back already if the news was good.

      A sob rises in my chest. My eyes water. The back of my throat feels tight and burns. I stare at the door until it opens again, and Detective Johnson enters the room.

      I draw a deep breath. Hold it. Curl my fingers around the metal edge of the chair seat, knuckles straining painfully as I squeeze tight, bracing myself.

      “Mrs. Bentley. I’m very sorry.”

      “Oh, God.” I shove a fist into my mouth, yet still manage to somehow wail my daughter’s name around it.

      Detective Johnson’s hand settles gently on my shoulder. He looks down at me with sorrow. “Your daughter is fine. She’s been rescued and is on her way to the station now.”

      My grief turns to laughter. Olivia is okay. My prayers have been answered.

      “But I’m afraid I have to inform you that your husband was shot by the kidnapper.”

      “What?” It feels like a hole opens up in the floor and that I drop through, deep into the bowels of the earth. I don’t understand. David wasn’t a part of this. He was supposed to be safe. “But, how?”

      “He’s the one who found your daughter, ma’am. A true hero.”

      I thought I didn’t love my husband anymore. I thought I’d be just fine without him. But now I think I was wrong.
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      I watch Olivia wade into the surf, waves breaking against her legs. The sun shines bright overhead, the salty wind catching her hair, sweeping it out behind her like a golden flag. I cherish each moment like this. Every one of them takes my breath away.

      She moves deeper into the water, and I fidget on my blanket, fighting the urge to call her back. I want to keep her safe. I want to protect her. But I also want her to live her life free from the constant fear that’s haunted mine. So I keep my mouth shut and just sit here, on the beach, surrounded by worry.

      Because I’m a mother. And the world really is a dangerous place.

      After Detective Johnson told me the details of what happened, I felt shattered into a million pieces, the shards melted into shapes that would never fit back together. I knew a part of me would be broken forever. But Olivia didn’t have to be.

      I work every day to make that true.

      David and I raised such an amazing daughter together. She’s so brave and strong. I don’t think I would have made it through this if it hadn’t been for her. She’s given me more than she’ll ever realize.

      After David arrived at Sami’s asking for her help, after he discovered that she was the one who had kidnapped our daughter, he gave his keys and phone to Olivia and told her to lock herself in the car and call 911. She called the police, but never went to his car. Instead, she crept back into the house, overhearing everything David told Sami.

      That he had known I was pregnant by another man, yet chose to spend his life with me and raise the baby as his own. Because he loved me. Loved us. Because even though I thought any affection we had felt for each other was gone, I was wrong. His love for me never wavered, even when I pushed him away. And I did. He was right about that.

      I just felt so guilty when I started having suspicions about who might have really fathered Olivia. I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t feel like I deserved him. So I sabotaged us.

      I wish I had just talked to him instead. Trusted him. Been honest. Surely the worst that could have happened would have been better than what did happen. And I’ll never forgive myself for that.

      But for my daughter, our daughter, I have to keep trying. I owe it to him, to her, to us all. Even if each breath is still a battle for me, I try not to let her know it. But staying there, in Waverly, where memories haunted the shadows and ghosts waited around every corner wasn’t an option, so we sold the house in Massachusetts.

      We haven’t bought a new one yet. We haven’t decided where we want to live. For now, I’m homeschooling Olivia while we chase the sun south.

      The forensic pathologist who conducted the postmortem on Sonny’s exhumed remains found traces of the drug Amy had used in gastric tissues they sampled. Unfortunately, with the amount of time that had passed, it wasn’t enough for the police to bring charges against her.

      Luckily, Mo had written extensively about Amy’s confession to Sonny’s murder in the journal Sami had buried with her, exonerating the rest of us. When confronted by her sister’s own words, she broke down and confessed. Now Amy’s in jail awaiting prosecution. And to be honest, that’s probably the best place she can be.

      What she did to her own father, and making me a part of it? It’s clear that she needs help. That she should be kept away from the rest of society, especially my daughter. Even if they are sisters.

      Despite the way I feel, though, I’ve allowed Olivia to have weekly Zoom chats with her. She’s old enough to make her own decision about this. It’s not my place to stand in the way of their relationship. But I think—I hope, I pray—that on some level, Olivia knows not to trust her. And even if she doesn’t yet, she will by the time Amy is released. If she ever is. At the very least, she’s going to be in prison for a long while.

      Sami is in a medical rehab facility. After she shot David, Olivia ran out of the house, straight into the arms of the local SWAT team. When they surrounded the building, Sami turned the gun on herself. She took a chunk of her brain and a portion of her skull, but not her life.

      Her mother told me that she’ll never be able to function on her own again. That she can’t walk or talk or even feed herself. But I don’t want to hear about it. I don’t care to know any of the details about her dismal future.

      The police say that she was the one who sent me the letters, but that pales in comparison to the fact that she kidnapped my daughter. Who knows what her intentions were, what she would have done if David hadn’t intervened.

      What is it that drives us to such desperate measures? Friendship? Secrets? Betrayal? I don’t think there’s just one answer. But I suspect that maybe honesty is the solution. Because that’s when things started falling apart, when we started hiding things from each other. When we hid the truth even from ourselves.

      So that’s how I’m breaking the cycle. I’ve owned up to my mistakes. Confronted the shadiest parts of my past. Allowed Olivia to ask me anything she wants to, and responded with the facts, no matter how painful they may be. But forcing yourself to face the harsh glare of reality has its perks.

      Yes, the world is a dangerous place, and I’ll always be concerned about Olivia’s welfare, but for the first time in the longest time, I feel safe. A small part of me is even remembering what it feels like to be happy. And those are the things that I want, more than anything, for me and my daughter. I aim to lead by example.

      A shadow falls across me, and I squint up at the figure blocking the sun. Return my watchful gaze to Olivia as I shift to make room on the blanket next to me, leaving my hand splayed wide in the middle. Feel a smile spread softly across my lips as his pinky finger brushes against mine.

      It hasn’t been easy. Or quick. There’s a lot of hurt on both sides. But in those first few moments, when I thought I’d lost David forever, I realized how much I truly loved him. Sighing happily, I lay my head on his shoulder.

      He fought for me. Our daughter. His life, after Sami shot him, leaving him bleeding out on the floor with a collapsed lung. Now, I’m fighting for our marriage.
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      She peers through the windows, watching the new neighbors move in. The daughter looks nice enough. Probably right around her Gina’s age. But the mother looks like the nasty sort, the kind that wouldn’t have given her the time of day in high school. Just like Liz and her friends had been.

      It’s fitting, what happened to them. Amy rotting away in jail. Sami practically a vegetable. And Liz… well, once again, Liz seems to have come out the other side basically unscathed. Lucky bitch.

      Francine pulls back, away from the window as the new mother next door scowls in her direction. She might have been spotted, but it doesn’t really matter. The woman won’t have a choice but to be nice to her if their daughters become friends. What won’t a mother do for her child?

      And girls are so impressionable at that age. So easily malleable. She remembers what she said to Mo on prom night, the way the words had felt as they’d flung off her tongue like darts, sharp and barbed. The expression on Mo’s face as she sank her fangs in deep and tore chunks away.

      She doesn’t understand why nobody noticed how weak Mo was. How easy it would be to pulverize her fragile ego with just a few accurate statements. Then again, all these years and no one seemed to notice that Amy’s birthmark had somehow transferred to Mo’s neck. People see what they want to see.

      But not her. No, she sees everything. And she’s patient. Willing to play the long game.

      Although she has to admit, she’s disappointed that Liz took her daughter away. All the effort of getting knocked up so young as soon as she found out Liz was pregnant. Of planning and maneuvering, her outrageous luck when her mother died just in time for her to purchase the house next door when it came on the market. But the girls will keep in touch. She and Gina will see Olivia again—she’ll make sure of it. In the meantime, she needs to stay sharp.

      She’ll send Gina over in the morning, have her invite the new girl over for a slumber party.
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        They say to keep your enemies close…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Murmured sobs carry on the warm night breeze. Rumors whispered in low voices. Nervous glances move through the crowd like a virus, faces lit by the strobing red and blue lights.

      Uniformed police officers mill about, trying to keep order. The detectives want to talk to everyone present, but it’s impossible to keep track of who they’ve already spoken with, as the knotted clusters of students pulsate like a beating heart—but there’s one heart among them that will never beat again.

      It was only a short while ago that laughter filled the air, voices filled with enthusiasm and excitement. And why not? They were celebrating. It wasn’t every day that they graduated.

      If eyes grew glassy with too much drink and the imbibing of an illegal substance or two, well, that was forgivable. They were on a precipice. On one side awaited the rest of their lives as they stepped into adulthood. On the other, the childhood they were leaving behind.

      Some had been friends their entire lives; others were enemies almost as long. But tonight none of that mattered. Some of them would never see each other again. Trespasses were forgotten, vendettas paused. Kisses were lingering and sloppy. Because they’d done it. They’d survived high school.

      And among them, one girl, far younger than the rest. A girl who shouldn’t have been there at all.

      Her older sister holds her tight, refusing to let her go. Alternates between promising her that everything will be all right and answering the detective’s questions, because the young girl? She cannot find her voice. Not after what she’s seen.

      They’d expected it would be a night to remember. It became a night they’d never forget, but wish they could. Murder has that effect sometimes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hello?”

      Holding the umbrella forward against the slanting rain, I tuck the phone between my chin and shoulder and continue searching my purse for my keys. Managing to hook my finger through the key ring, I curse as the wind catches the umbrella. I drop the keys and fight to keep my scant shelter from the storm.

      A gush of breath on the other end of the line reminds me of the phone at my ear, of the caller who still hasn’t spoken. I’m about to share my frustration with the pervert breathing in my ear when the wind strikes again, yanking my umbrella inside out, exposing me to the deluge of rain. I’m instantly drenched, but that’s not what chills me.

      Dropping the useless umbrella, I stare helplessly at my locked car. Somehow, I know who the caller is. My breath catches and the name comes out in a whisper. “Lily?”

      A soft noise, like that of a fingernail scratching across the mouthpiece of a landline phone, carries twice through the line. I touch the driver’s side window with my fingertips, like the wet glass is her damp cheek, trying to steady my nerves.

      “Lily.”

      The noise comes again. It’s her.

      “Is everything okay?”

      I wait, but the line remains silent.

      “Can you put Mom on the phone?”

      Nothing. It’s like one of the games she used to love to play, where she’d make me guess the answer. Only this isn’t fun for either of us.

      “Lily.” I swallow hard against the knot lodged in my throat. I don’t want to say the words. I don’t want to ask, because I already know the answer. She wouldn’t be calling, otherwise. I feel tears mingle with the raindrops on my face, scorching hot against freezing cold. “Do you need me to come home?”

      I see her hand in my mind, her pale, tapered finger nodding yes against the phone as I hear the noise.

      “All right then. I’m coming. I’ll be on the next flight out. I promise.”

      I hear the click on the other end of the line, feel it as a physical reaction inside my skull, and then I’m numb. That’s when you know a cut is bad, when you watch the knife sink deep and nothing happens. The reaction is delayed, but you know what’s to come. The dark blood welling from deep, slowly at first, then steadily, a faucet that has no switch. And then comes the pain. The pain is always the worst when at first you feel nothing.

      I give myself a moment, waiting for the bleeding to start, waiting for the pain, but it doesn’t come. This cut is too deep. When my body finally reacts, it’s going to be devastating.

      Picking the keys up from the ground, I fumble, dropping them again before I finally get the door unlocked. Sliding behind the wheel, I make no effort to spare the interior from my soaked clothes. There’s no point. It doesn’t matter now. Nothing does.

      I’ve used up my reprieve. It was longer than I expected, more than I deserved, but it’s over. Now it’s time to go home, to face what was started so long ago. I’m not foolish enough to believe that I’ll ever see the current life I live again. Like a snake, I will shed this skin and leave it behind. Like a lamb, I will allow myself to be led to slaughter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The rain stops by the time I find a spot and park on the street. The apartment is dark and empty. I’ve already stopped thinking about it as home. Maybe I was foolish for ever doing so.

      My belongings are few. I pack what I’ll need into a duffel bag and leave the rest behind for my roommates. Grabbing the bag of cat food from the kitchen, I step onto the narrow patio, the two-foot strip of crumbling pavers crowded with weeds that separate the apartment from the alley.

      A head pokes out from between two rotted panels of wood, round amber eyes staring at me with anticipation. I crouch. The cat hisses, flattening its body against the fence, only to be shoved over by the fat-headed tabby with half a missing ear pushing through the gap. The tabby brushes against my knee, then swats me with an angry paw. Anxious mews, from the mouths of tough, weathered cats and kittens, fill my ears as they gather in the alley, crying for their free meal.

      “Sorry, guys.” I empty the bag of food onto the ground, spreading it as much as I can. “This is going to be the last time.”

      They eye me suspiciously, pacing, waiting for me to retreat from the pile of food, this representation of love and hate, need and fear, of symbiotic want that I’ve worked so carefully to cultivate. I stand and the furry bodies rush toward the kibble, all deep throated growls and sharp clawed threats as they share the fight for survival. This is the world I know, the one I lived in, the one I thought I’d escaped. This is what I’m returning to.

      Locking the door behind me, I watch for a moment as a battle-scarred tom bats an emaciated looking scrap of fur over the head, claws curving into the scalp, holding the kitten away from the food as the stronger cat eats. I want to intervene. I want to make sure each belly gets its fill. Yesterday, I would have gone back outside. Today, I turn my back. My reality has changed. Now I have to focus my efforts on my own fitness to survive.

      Scribbling a note on the back of a receipt, I leave it on the counter with my keys and the signed title to my car. My roommates can sell it to cover my portion of the rent while they find someone to take my room. Grabbing my bag, I adjust the strap over my shoulder and take one last glance around. It feels like my last look at civilization before entering the wild.

      I walk down the street to the MTBA, carried along by the momentum of the people around me, just like it’s any other day. Scanning my card, I descend the stairs and find my last stroke of luck, the train I want just pulling into the station. I fight my way onto the blue line, like I’m going to work, but in my heart I know I’ll never see that place again. This time I’ll ride the train to the end.

      I’ve never actually been to Logan Airport before. Or any airport, for that matter. I didn’t come here, to Boston, directly. It was just another stop on a series of long, dusty bus rides north. I stayed because it was a city large enough to lose myself in, far enough away to create a new identity, and I could get all of that while still being near the Atlantic Ocean, the only thing from home that’s still with me.

      My fellow passengers mind their own business, eyes averted as they’re spit on and off, with lurches and starts, until only a few people are left as we pull into South Station. I follow those with luggage up the stairs, standing to the side of the group as they gather at the curb. I let them board first, then take a seat on the back of the Silver Line bus, feigning the experience I lack. When I left Florida, I barely had enough money to get me to the next county. Now, I can afford a ticket for my first plane trip.

      I pretend to be a seasoned traveler as I enter through the glass doors of the airport, blinking against the florescent light and stale air. Joining the nearest line inching its way toward a counter, I hope I can fake my way as painlessly as possible through the experience. I perform each step in the process like a robot, detached and emotionless. It’s almost like an out of body experience, like I’m watching myself from afar, because this behavior isn’t a sign of who I am, but a symptom of what I’ve become, which is painfully numb. Shock courses through my veins, choppy and frozen like a slushy, and I’ve got a killer case of brain freeze.

      I find myself strapped into a seat on a plane with little memory of how I’ve gotten here. Outside the window, I watch as luggage is loaded onto another aircraft. Suitcases full of memories stowed for safe keeping. I think of my own duffel bag, shoved into the dark belly of the plane, and wonder if the weight of the secrets I keep has rubbed off on it, weighing it as heavily as my limbs.

      A man drops into the spot next to mine. My seat lurches with the force and my mind flashes to every news broadcast of a plane crash I’ve ever seen. I swallow the thought, pushing it down deep into my gut with the rest of my fear, and notice the man beside me staring at my white knuckled grip on the arm rests. I tear my hands free and tuck them under my thighs.

      “Nervous flyer?” he asks.

      He grins at me like he enjoys my discomfort. I tell myself I’m imagining it and force myself to look at his thick, beefy face, skin the color of raw pork, and smile.

      “I don’t know. This is my first flight.”

      Something about my answer offends him. His lip curls as he glances at me sideways with disgust. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Count to ten. Run through all the positives in my mind, all the things I have to be grateful for, all the qualities I possess that I should be proud of.

      My level of anxiety tics down, like a car engine cooling off. When I open my eyes, I look at the person sitting on my other side. A grandmotherly woman lifts her head to give me a polite smile, then returns to the book she’s reading.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve done that. Imagined hatred and disgust and horror aimed at me from every direction. Attributed feelings to strangers who don’t yet know how they should feel about me. The plane hasn’t even left the ground yet. I’m still over a thousand miles from Florida and it’s already begun.

      I close my eyes again and push my head back into the seat. There’s no use lying to myself. The life I’d constructed, my little sliver of happiness and normalcy, is over. Just like that night ten years ago, things will never be the same again.

      

      
        
        * * *
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      Readers!!!!! Decades ago, when I was a little girl writing stories, I dared to hope that one day I’d write something that someone other than my parents would want to read. Thank you so much for making that dream come true! I have more things dark and twisty on the way – if you want to know about my latest releases, please sign up at the following link. Your email address will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at any time.
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