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Like all the others, this one is for my husband, Colin, and for all the promises we’ve made to each other—and kept— over the years. And for our daughters, Estella and Esme, who are simply the best. I love you all.


Chapter One

It’s one of those cool, crisp fall nights that make you feel like the air is ripe with possibility, like anything could happen. From where we stand on the jogging trail, my sister and I can see the whole city stretching out around us. On the farthest end, all the way across town, there is a dusk-lit celebration taking place, a huge tent holding overlapping threads of bodies, the sounds of their voices carrying across the wind, all the way to us.

“Ah. Oktoberfest at the Yellow Moon,” she says to me, squinting, standing on tiptoes in her scuffed ballet flats, like if she stares at the party long enough she might absorb some of the excitement, which feels almost electric as it seeps from the crowd.

She looks at me, her face shadowed by the almost-darkness. Her lips are outlined with crimson liner and filled in with a deep shade of cherry gloss. “Don’t you wish we could go?”

I wind a strand of long red hair around my finger, thinking. Someone nearby on the path is smoking a cigarette. I can smell it even though I can’t see him, but he’s in the shadows somewhere, probably close enough to hear us. “We’re only eighteen.” I smile at her. “We can’t drink yet, Alice.”

She smiles back. “You know that wouldn’t matter.” We have fake IDs. And even if we didn’t, Doug the bartender would give us drinks. My sister and I work at the Yellow Moon as servers a few nights a week.

“It wouldn’t work. Everyone would recognize us,” I say. “Half the town’s probably there. If we got drunk, we could get in trouble.” We’ve stopped walking for the moment, pausing to gaze at the lights across town. In the moonlight, my sister looks ready for anything: she is confident, calm, her dewy cheeks flushed with anticipation.

“Wait,” I say to her, “your eyes.”

She bats her lashes. “What’s the matter with them?”

A family strolls past: a mother, father, and a daughter who can’t be older than maybe four. The little girl has three purple helium balloons tied around her wrist, bobbing in the smooth night air as she walks, her pink-and-white sneakers dirty, almost blackened at their edges with dust from the trail.

The family pauses to look at the two of us. My sister and I are standing face-to-face, our identical noses only a few inches apart, our dilated pupils aligned. The space between us feels alive, almost humming with invisible energy.

The mother wears cutoffs and a red tank top, even though the air is cool enough for jackets. She looks tired but happy, holding her daughter’s hand. “You don’t see that every day,” she says to us, squinting through the dusk to get a better look. “You’re identical. Yes?”

I don’t break away from my sister’s gaze. The corners of her eyes crinkle in a soft smile. She is my favorite person in the world. Tonight, even our breath seems to be in sync. “Yes,” I say, “we’re identical.”

The mother kneels beside her daughter. “See, sweetie? They’re twins.”

She’s right. Even though we’re dressed differently, and even though my sister is wearing heavy makeup—while my face is bare except for some light blush and powder—we are an unmistakable matched set.

The little girl gazes at us, openmouthed. We both smile at her.

She looks at her parents. “I want to go home.” She seems almost ready to cry.

Her mom and dad give us an apologetic look. “Kids,” the dad says. He flashes an embarrassed smile, and I feel a surge of unease when I see that his teeth are crooked and yellow. I’m not sure why exactly; there’s just something about him that makes my stomach turn. As the family begins to stroll away, it almost seems like the earth is tilting beneath me, moving my surroundings a hair off-kilter. I can almost taste the cigarette smoke in the air, rancid and thick. It smells toxic; I have the overwhelming urge to get as far away from it as possible.

As she’s walking away, just once the little girl looks over her shoulder. She seems afraid. But of what? Of us?

“I think we scared her,” my sister whispers. She giggles. “We’re freaks.”

“We aren’t freaks.” It’s getting darker by the second. “Let me fix your eyes.”

She begins to look through her purse, digging around in the contents to find a tube of black liquid eyeliner. She hands it to me.

“Hold still,” I tell her. “Alice. Look at the stars.”

She puts her small hands on my shoulders to steady herself. I take a step closer to her—so close that I think I can hear her heart beating, close enough that I can see the faint pulse in her neck and feel the warmth of her breath on my face. With a steady hand, I reapply the liner with smooth strokes. Even when I reach the inside corners of her eyes, the inky applicator tip almost touching her tear ducts, my sister does not flinch.

“There,” I say. “Finished.”

I can see a touch of anxiety behind her smile. “How do I look?” she asks.

I still smell cigarette smoke. The family from a moment ago is far away, three bodies bobbing against the horizon, growing smaller with every step. Soon they’ll turn a corner and disappear altogether. I don’t like being alone out here, so close to whoever is standing in the shadows, maybe watching us. I know I’m getting upset over nothing, but I can’t help it; the air reeks of disease. “You look like Alice,” I tell her. “You look like yourself.”

“We could go home,” she offers. “We could stay in tonight.”

I frown. “A minute ago you were ready to sneak into Oktoberfest, and now you want to go home? What fun would that be? We said we’d go out. You wanted to come. Our friends are waiting for us.”

“Your friends,” she corrects me. “They don’t like me anymore. Remember?” She looks around, sniffling. I know she can smell the smoke too. “I’m nervous,” she says.

“Don’t be. Everything is fine. You’ll be great.”

She looks at the lights from Oktoberfest across town again. “Bet they’re having more fun than we will at the fair. We could go. I have my ID.”

I follow her gaze, imagining how it would feel to be silly and drunk, the thrill that comes from truly getting away with something. She’s right; it would be more fun.

But we have plans. “We already talked about this. We’re going to the carnival. I’ll be with you the whole time, Alice,” I say.

Her lips—full and shiny, identical to mine except for their deep stain of color—form a slow smile. “I know you will, Rachel.”

More confident now, she starts walking again, heading toward the fair. When I look at her, the last few beams of sunlight almost completely below the horizon now, all I see are shadows against her profile, her sharp features softened, almost seeming to dissolve.

She glances at me, smiles again. “All right, you’ve convinced me. Now come on, before I change my mind. We’ll be late.” She tugs me along, our fingers still laced together. The gesture feels as natural to me as breathing. She is mine. I belong to her. This is how it has always been, even before we were born.
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On our side of town, only a few hundred feet down the path we’re walking on, there’s a whole different kind of crowd gathered for the annual autumn festival at Hollick Park. I can smell it before I see it, the gross odor of cigarette smoke replaced by whiffs of cotton candy, funnel cakes, and hot dogs.

“I want a candy apple,” my sister says, holding my hand more tightly as we walk down the hill, toward the field crowded with people and vendors’ booths. At the far edge of the park, there’s a tiny carnival set up, a cluster of rickety-looking rides crowding the horizon. In the center of them, a Ferris wheel spins slowly, its metal beams strung with twinkling white lights, the structure towering so far above the rest of the fair that, at its highest point, the wheel almost seems to graze the moon.

“Rachel.” I hear someone calling us—calling me. “Rachel and Alice! Behind you!”

We both turn around. “Here we go,” my sister murmurs.

“Shh.” I give her a look. “It’s okay.”

The voice belongs to Kimberly Shields, who we’ve made plans to meet up with tonight. Everybody calls her Kimber. She waves at us, beaming, her bright green eyes flashing beneath the fair’s lights. She’s still in her cheerleading uniform, obviously having just come from a football game. She’s with two of our other friends: Nicholas Hahn, whose dad owns the Yellow Moon, and his girlfriend, Holly Willis, who goes to our church and volunteers in the nursery every Sunday, and whose family leaves their Christmas tree up year round.

At almost eighteen years old, Kimber Shields is an honest-to-goodness sash-wearing cookie-selling Girl Scout. A few weeks ago, when she was at the mall, an elderly man had a heart attack in the bookstore, right there in the Crafts and Hobbies section. Kimber was a few feet away, paging through a book on knitting. Without any hesitation, she got down on the floor and gave the man CPR until the paramedics arrived. She saved his life.

The five of us stand in a semicircle beside one of those games where you try to toss a ping-pong ball into glass bowls filled with water. One out of every five or six bowls has a fish swimming around in it; if you sink one, you get to keep the fish.

“Charlie would love this,” I murmur, looking at the fish. Charlie is our cousin.

My sister stares at the game. “It’s two dollars for four tries,” she says. Her heavy black eyeliner gives her face a hollow look, making her blue eyes seem bigger than they actually are, their lids filled in with dark gray shadow, the effect both dramatic and kind of unsettling in its allure. Her beauty is different from mine tonight: more arresting, more intimidating somehow. When she’s all made up, out and about, she has a presence that commands attention, and she knows it. Tonight she wears a plain, fitted white tank top and a denim miniskirt that’s so short I almost can’t believe our aunt and uncle let her leave the house in it, even if she is wearing tights underneath. Despite the way she faltered a few minutes ago, she is nothing but confidence now. Men who pass by us stop to look at her, even if they’re with their wives or girlfriends. They can’t help themselves.

“So? It’s only two dollars.” Nicholas—nobody ever calls him Nick—looks into his open wallet, thumbing through a bunch of ones. “You ought to try it, Alice. Win yourself a fish or something.”

Nicholas lives a few blocks away from us, in one of the biggest and nicest houses in our whole city. In addition to the Yellow Moon, his dad, Mr. Hahn, also owns Pratzi’s, which is a hoity-toity restaurant uptown. Nicholas’s dad drives around Greensburg all the time in a silver Mercedes with tinted windows, blaring classical music, a lit cigar between his lips. People say he has ties to the local mafia, but I’ve always doubted it; I can’t imagine that our town even has a mafia connection. Anyway, I know that Mr. Hahn is a jerk. For one thing, he’s an awful boss; he’s always flirting with the waitresses, making sleazy comments about the way we look, his gaze raking over us like we belong to him. And supposedly his first wife—Nicholas’s mom—left because he used to beat her up all the time. He never got arrested for it or anything, but that’s what people say.

Despite his family drama, Nicholas is a nice enough guy, well liked by pretty much everyone, cute in a nerdy kind of way. I’m actually surprised he and Holly decided to come out with us tonight; lately they’ve been devoting most of their time to geocaching, which is kind of like an elaborate treasure hunt using GPS. I don’t know much about it beyond that, but Holly has told me it’s a ridiculous amount of fun.

“For two dollars,” my sister tells Nicholas, “I could go to the pet store and buy myself a goldfish.”

“But the fun’s in trying to win,” Holly says. I can see her breath suspended in midair as she exhales; that’s how chilly it is.

“I bet they’re scared,” I say, staring at the fish as they circle endlessly in their tiny bowls.

Nobody says anything. We all look at the game, its edges crowded with little kids, their parents standing behind them looking bored.

Finally, Kimber giggles. “Rachel, you’re so funny,” she says. “Fish don’t have feelings.”

My sister is chewing pink gum. She blows a bubble, snaps it loudly against her lips, and says, “So what you’re telling us is, if a fish needed CPR, you wouldn’t help it.”

Kimber seems confused. “Alice, fish don’t—you aren’t—” She frowns, looking from my sister to me in frustration. “I earned my Good Samaritan badge for that.”

“I know.” I try to smile warmly at her. Kimber responds by frowning again, bringing her fingers to her neck to grasp a tiny golden cross dangling from a thin chain.

Kimber is a good person—she deserves all the happiness she can get. Back in the first grade, before I ever knew her, her parents went through a messy divorce. One night while she and her mom were sleeping, her dad set their house on fire. He went to prison, and Kimber was in the hospital for months. I’ve seen her getting changed in gym class; she has horrible scars all over her back and shoulders. She never wears tank tops or goes swimming with the rest of us in the summer. She’s never even been on a date, though plenty of guys have asked—she’s too ashamed of the way she looks.

There is a noticeable unease among my friends, who are doing their best to be kind to my twin. Things used to be different among us, but in the last six months or so, she has broken away from our group, preferring to spend her time alone. She’s gotten a real taste for alcohol lately—pot too. As a result, her reputation has disintegrated to the point where some of our friends aren’t even supposed to be around her anymore. This fact pains me, because I know her better than anyone. I know she’s not a bad person. She just wants some peace, the opportunity to quiet her mind, which always seems to be working against her. She wants to silence her thoughts, but she doesn’t have any idea how to do it aside from drinking or smoking until she can’t string together a sentence anymore.

Sometimes I understand exactly how she feels.

We are essentially the same, she and I. Her and me. My sister, myself. When she takes off her makeup and brushes out her hair—when we first wake up in the morning, or right before we go to bed in the evening—nobody in this world can tell us apart just from looking at us. Only we know who is who. Knowledge like that, shared with only one other person in the world, can feel exhilarating. It’s like we own a secret that nobody else will ever hold the key to, for as long as we both live.
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Right now, my sister squeezes my hand to get my attention. “I’m hungry,” she says.

“Me, too,” Holly says. “I shouldn’t be. I just ate a few hours ago.” She opens her oversize purse—a designer knockoff that looks big enough to hold the contents of an entire minibar—and pulls out a prescription pill bottle. Holly is a skinny, nervous girl with light blond hair and pale skin. More often than not, she spends weekends at church retreats with her youth group. It’s not like she has a choice, though; her family is so strict and conservative that Holly wasn’t even allowed to shave her legs or get her ears pierced until she turned fourteen, which is really funny, because she was the first girl I knew to go on birth control, back in the ninth grade. By then she’d been dating Nicholas for two years. To this day, her mom has no idea what her little girl is up to. In my experience, adults usually don’t.

“What are those, Holly?” Kimber asks, her tone suspicious. “Are those drugs?”

“They’re obviously drugs,” I say. I don’t let go of my sister’s hand. She seems restless, sort of like she doesn’t want to be out tonight. Her behavior is a little odd; it was her idea to come.

She tugs me toward the candy-apple stand a few yards away, a bright-red neon apple glowing in the window of the vending trailer. Our friends follow behind us.

“Would you relax, Kimber?” Holly opens the bottle, shakes two of the pills into her hand. “They’re for Evan’s asthma. They suppress your appetite, that’s all.”

Nicholas looks at his girlfriend, vaguely interested in the fact that she’s abusing her little brother’s prescription medication. “Doesn’t he need them? You know—to breathe?”

“Oh, he’ll be fine,” she says, swallowing both pills without anything to drink. “He has tons of them. These are, like, extras.” And she holds out the bottle, offering it to us. “Anybody want one? You won’t be hungry for the rest of the night.” She pauses. “But there’s a very small risk of dizziness, blurred vision, and seizure.”

Behind us, in the park’s band shell, several musicians are setting up their equipment. The guitarist plays a chord. He’s hooked up to an amplifier. The noise slices through the crowd, momentarily creating an almost complete silence as everybody stops to listen. Just for a second.

“What are we doing?” I ask. “Does anybody want something to eat? Alice wants a candy apple.”

My sister’s gaze shifts past my face. I can tell she’s staring at the rides. “Actually, I want to go on the Ferris wheel. Then I want a candy apple.” She smiles at me like a little kid. “Can we, Rachel?”

I turn around. Faintly, I think I can hear the gears grinding on the rides. Among all the food smells, there’s a whiff of grease in the air.

“I don’t want to. It’s so high, Alice. These things fall apart sometimes; I’ve seen it on the news.”

“She’s right,” Nicholas says. “Some guy forgets to tighten a bolt in the wrong place, and people end up getting killed.”

“Come on.” Holly nudges him. “It’s the Ferris wheel.” To me, she says, “It’s for kids, Rachel. You’ll be fine.”

I glance at it again. Heights don’t usually bother me. Tonight, though, the thought of being up in the air makes me uneasy. I don’t know why. “Then come with us.”

“Okay. We will.” Holly looks from Nicholas to Kimber. “Right?”

Kimber nods. “Sure.”

Nicholas shrugs, indifferent. “Whatever. I don’t care.”

The five of us, led by my sister, hold on to one another’s hands and make a chain as we weave through the crowd together. Even though it’s chilly, the air is crisp and refreshing. Families and kids are out in droves. We pass a few more people we know from school. I see our biology teacher, Mr. Slater, standing alone beside a kettle-corn booth and smoking a cigarette; he doesn’t seem at all concerned that parents and students will see what he’s doing. He looks miserable too, but that’s nothing new for him. I see an elderly woman being pushed along in a wheelchair. She’s had her face painted tonight; her nose and cheeks are colored red and black, like a cat’s. We pass young couples with their hands in one another’s back pockets, and a slew of high-school football players in lettermen jackets who have clearly been boozing it up. Holly almost knocks over a man on stilts as he makes his way through the crowd, a good four feet taller than everyone else, dressed like Uncle Sam.

And we pass carnies. They’re everywhere, at least one at each booth, all wearing dirty clothes, most of them smoking cigarettes, their eyes gleaming as they call out to whoever’s passing by to come and play, try to win your girl a prize, or to go for a spin on one of the rides.

When we get to the Ferris wheel, the ride has just come to a stop. The operator is beginning to empty the seats, one swinging bench at a time. The line grows shorter as, two by two, people climb on.

“I’m so thirsty,” Holly complains. She makes a face like she’s tasted something bad. “Nicholas.” She pouts. “I’m so thirsty, baby.”

“You want something to drink?” he offers.

She nods. “Yes, please. Lemonade.”

My stomach flutters as we get closer to the ride. I stare up at the highest seat, imagining how it will feel to be stopped at the very top, swinging back and forth, helpless, and a twinge of panic ripples through me. I can smell the hot oil that greases the gears, the odor deeply unsettling for some reason. I’m not sure why I’m so afraid—the feeling has come from out of nowhere. All I know is that I don’t want to get on.

“You need me to buy you some lemonade right now?” Nicholas asks Holly.

“Yes. Hurry up and you’ll be back before we reach the front of the line.”

He ducks away, disappearing into the crowd. My friends and I take small steps, getting closer and closer. I feel dizzy with dread. Get a grip, I tell myself. It’s a freaking Ferris wheel.

But I can’t calm down. I press a hand to my stomach. The air feels much colder all of a sudden. I can hear bits of conversation coming from all around me, but I can’t focus on any of them, not completely.

“Rachel.” It’s my sister. She’s beaming, cheeks flushed from the cold. “Come on!”

We’re at the head of the line. She tugs me toward the empty seat. I don’t know how Kimber can even think about riding alone. I’m sweating in the chilly evening, unable to speak, arrested by anxiety. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.

We sit down beside each other, and she rests her head on my shoulder. For the moment, sitting so close that I can hear the rhythm of our breath in sync, I feel a little bit better.

The ride’s operator approaches us, ready to lower the metal restraining bar across our laps. Nicholas appears behind him, holding an oversize Styrofoam cup.

“Yay!” Holly claps from her place in line. “Thank you!”

The operator turns around. “Nope,” he says, shaking his head. “You can’t cut in line, man.”

“Dude, I just stepped out for a second.” Nicholas’s tone is light, friendly. “Come on. I’m with my girlfriend.”

“Sorry, kid. Can’t do it. You’ll have to wait for the next one.”

And before I have a chance to realize what’s happening, my sister slides out of the seat we’re sharing. “You can ride with Holly, Rachel.” She begins to back away, waving with both hands. “I’ll catch up with you after. I want a candy apple!”

She turns on her heel and rushes away from us. It is such a typical Alice move—restless, impulsive—but I feel like she’s only acting this way because that’s the kind of behavior everyone expects from her. Almost immediately I lose sight of her in the thick crowd.

Holly climbs into the seat next to me. Nicholas is still standing beside the head of the line. He shrugs at us before stepping away, giving the finger to the ride operator’s back.

“I guess that worked out,” Holly says, clutching her purse against her chest. Without any warning, she raises her voice and screams “I love you!” at Nicholas.

The operator leans over us. With one hand, he pulls the metal bar downward, securing it tightly against our laps. “Enjoy your ride.” His voice is flat as his eyes stare into mine. His breath on my face is so sour, so sickening, that I have to look away before I gag.

Our seat rises into the air. Beneath us, previous riders climb out, replaced by Kimber.

I search the crowd for my sister, looking everywhere for a glimpse of her red hair, for a sign of the face I recognize so well.

The wheel turns slowly at first, then begins to speed up. Across the field, the band starts to play. I recognize the music. It’s “Sleep Walk” by Santo & Johnny. It was my parents’ wedding song.

“Holly.” My voice barely breaks a whisper. The music is too loud, the ride too fast.

“Whoo!” Holly kicks her feet with glee. Even though it’s fall, she’s wearing open-toed high-heeled sandals, her toenails painted a creamy shade of pink. She raises her arms, making spirit fingers in the air, and I get a whiff of her perfume. The smell turns my stomach again. I could almost throw up.

“Alice.” My voice is louder, but Holly still doesn’t hear me. She stands up a little in her seat, the metal bar pressing against her thighs, to blow kisses at Nicholas.

From high above the crowd, I can spot Uncle Sam on his stilts. I can see strands of customers, their bodies woven into ropes of flesh as they line up for food. I can see the candy-apple stand, its neon light glowing red against the crowd. But I don’t see my sister anywhere.

Long before our births, we shared the same space in our mother’s body. We are what’s known as “monochorionic monoamniotic twins,” which means we are identical twins who grew in the same amniotic sac and shared one placenta. It’s a pretty rare phenomenon; when it does happen, both twins don’t always survive, let alone thrive as we have—especially back when we were born. The chance of our simple existence is a marvel of nature. No matter where I am, no matter where she is, I have always felt her presence from somewhere within myself.

Until this moment. It is as though the thread connecting us has snapped, like something deep inside me has been severed. She is simply gone.


Chapter Two

My friends won’t listen. They don’t understand.

“Call her phone,” Holly says, sipping her lemonade, uninterested in my panic.

We have to shout just to hear each other. The band is playing a Tom Petty song now; notes of “American Girl” bounce off the crowd that has gathered around the stage. Kids are perched on their parents’ shoulders, up way past their bedtimes, their faces flushed with exhausted glee. Lots of them wear neon glow-in-the-dark necklaces that are being sold for five bucks apiece at a nearby booth. The booth is also offering snow globes with tiny replicas of Greensburg contained inside them. For a moment, I want to grab one, to stare at it until I see my sister somewhere within the miniature world, maybe only walking home early or hanging out with a friend she ran into. Except, like I said, my sister doesn’t really have many friends lately. Maybe she’s by herself, on the outside of the field somewhere, happily eating her apple. Maybe she went to Oktoberfest.

“Alice doesn’t have a phone,” I tell them.

Kimber frowns. “Who doesn’t have a phone?”

“My aunt and uncle took it away.” We live with our aunt Sharon and uncle Jeff. Aunt Sharon was my mom’s twin sister. Twins run in our family; we’ve had three sets in four generations. But my mom and Aunt Sharon didn’t get along; my sister and I had never met our aunt or uncle until they showed up to claim us nine years ago, even though we’d lived less than thirty miles away from them our entire lives.

My mom and aunt were fraternal, not identical. This fact is an act of mercy on the part of the universe—I cannot imagine how it would feel to be living with a woman who looked exactly like my mother, knowing every moment that it wasn’t truly her.

“What did she do?” Nicholas asks.

“What did who do?” I can barely think. I feel a light trembling in my chest, almost no worse than a tickle. I’m wheezing. I never wheeze.

“What did Alice do to have her phone taken away?”

“Oh. She … uh … she got drunk.”

Nicholas frowns. “That’s all? She got drunk, and they took away her phone?”

“Um … it was worse than that,” I say. The ground feels soft and unsteady beneath my feet. “Alice drank a fifth of my uncle’s coconut rum. Then around three in the morning, she decided to go swimming in our neighbors’ pool.”

Holly, Nicholas, and Kimber stare at me, expectant. “So? What’s the big deal, then?” Holly asks.

“She thought they were on vacation. They weren’t.” I take a step backward. My breath quickens. I need air.

“Rachel. You have to calm down.” Kimber puts a hand on my shoulder. When she smiles, she reveals a slight gap between her top front teeth. “Alice has been gone all of ten minutes. She went to get a candy apple, that’s all.”

I’m shivering. When I breathe, my chest rattles, the wheeze deep and uncomfortable. “I should look for her. Maybe she went home. I should go.”

Holly stares at me. “Rachel, you can’t leave. You just got here.”

I don’t have asthma, but it’s getting more and more difficult to catch my breath. “Can I have one of those pills?”

Holly and Nicholas exchange a momentary glance. But Holly says, “Sure, Rach,” and rifles through her purse to find the bottle.

“One doesn’t do much,” she tells me, shaking a few into my palm. “I always take three or four. You’re taller than me. You should take four.” She pauses. “Maybe five.”

“You’ll kill her, Holly.” Kimber pushes the bottle away from my hand. “How many does your brother take?”

“My brother,” Holly pronounces, “is seven years old. He’s fifty pounds. He takes one.”

There are four pills in my hand. Without giving it much thought, I pop them all into my mouth. I take a long drink from Holly’s lemonade to wash them down.

“I’m going home,” I tell them. “Alice isn’t here.”

The crowd applauds as the band finishes playing “American Girl” and launches into “Honey Bee.” As I start to walk away, Kimber grabs me by the arm. She doesn’t let go until I turn to face her.

“What?” My breathing is labored. I can still smell the grease from the rides. The odor is so strong that it feels like it’s burning the insides of my nostrils.

“We’ll keep looking for her,” she says. She has kind eyes, a sincere face. “We’ll call you as soon as we find her, then you can come back.”

“Okay.”

She gives me a hug. Beneath her thin cheerleading sweater, I can feel the outlines of deep scars on her back. I bet they still hurt sometimes.
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I push my way through the crowd, looking around for my sister, trying to ignore the certainty that she isn’t here. Where else would she go? Aside from the Yellow Moon—which is a long walk, all the way across town—the only possibility I can think of is that she ran into Robin somewhere, but Robin has been gone for almost two weeks. Besides, she would have told me if she’d seen him around. And she wouldn’t have snuck off with him regardless. She must be here somewhere. I can’t imagine that she would have left without telling me.

The crowd begins to thin around the arts-and-crafts booths. Eager-looking women stand behind tables full of things like handmade stone jewelry, personalized calligraphy, and needlepoint. At one booth, there’s an old man sitting in a wooden folding chair, using a pocketknife to carve something very small. There’s an almost empty basket of peaches beside him.

I don’t know why, but I stop. I watch him work for a few seconds. Maybe I pause because it’s still so difficult to breathe; I have to calm down before I go up the hill behind the park, toward the jogging path that will take me home.

“Would you like a peach?” We’re far enough from the stage that I can hear his raspy voice pretty well.

“A peach?” I echo. My stomach lurches at the thought of food. “No, thank you.”

When I look down at the table between us, I almost gasp. There, laid out in neat rows on a plain white cloth, are dozens of tiny monkeys clinging to bowed trees, their deep-set eyes so visibly rendered that they almost seem to have expressions. They’re carved from individual peach pits, each one no bigger than a sparrow’s egg.

“What’s the matter?” the man asks. “Don’t like peaches no more?”

I blink at him. “What did you say?”

“You were just here, weren’t you? You liked them fine.”

He saw her. She’s wearing more makeup than me, sure, and different clothes, but he remembers her face. He thinks it was me.

“When was I here?” Without any warning, there is a sharp pain in my chest. My knees buckle a little bit. The sensation feels like fire. I have to hold on to the table just to stay upright. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. It can’t be the pills; I only took them a few minutes ago. Besides, the feeling is more than just physical—my adrenaline is pumping, my stomach turning—it’s like my panic is manifesting into pain, the sensations urging me to go somewhere, to do something, to find my sister. Except I don’t know where to look.

“Hey. You doing okay?” He holds the pit he’s been working on, squints at it. There’s almost no light around us. I don’t know how he can see what he’s doing.

“You saw my sister.” I breathe. “We’re twins. Did she say something to you? Was she with anyone?”

He shakes his head. “Twins. Huh. No, she didn’t say much. Wanted to buy a monkey.”

I lean against the table hard, trying not to show the pain I’m in. “Did you sell her one?”

“Nope.” He stands up and begins to walk toward me. He’s short and wiry, with a full head of white hair. He leans closer, so that our heads are only a few inches apart.

“I’ll tell you something,” he says, like he’s sharing a secret. “I ain’t in this for the cash flow.” And he holds out the monkey he’s just finished carving. “I gave her one.”

He turns my palm upright and places the monkey in my hand. “Now you got one too.” When I close my fist around it, the pit feels warm and damp.

“You look sick,” he tells me. “You ought to get away from the crowd, honey.”

The pain in my chest has subsided slightly, enough for me to walk.

“I will.” I nod at the fist that holds the monkey. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Pretty girls deserve pretty things.” He winks.
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The old man’s booth is close to the hill behind the field, where the jogging path begins. I don’t know where else to look, so I head toward the path, hoping I’ll find my sister as she’s walking home.

After about a quarter mile, I make a left onto the street and head up another hill, toward my house.

It’s only a little past nine. All the lights are still on at home, illuminating the rooms behind the windows. Except for the third floor, where she and I sleep.

As I’m standing on the front porch, I can see my aunt and uncle sitting on the sofa, facing the television. They don’t know I’m out here. For a minute, all I do is watch them. My aunt looks sort of like a shadow of my mother; her features are similar, but somehow they seem less deliberately shaped. Like my mom, she’s tall and has a slightly bumpy nose. Not big bumpy, more like uniquely pretty. They have the same skin tone, pale and lightly freckled. But that’s where the similarities end. My mom was a redhead, while my aunt is a blonde. My mom was spontaneous and fun and goofy, while my aunt is serious and thoughtful all the time. In the nine years that we’ve lived with her, I don’t know that we’ve ever seen her giggle. She doesn’t talk about her sister too much, and we’ve never discussed why they hadn’t talked in over ten years before our parents died. But I’ve gotten plenty of information from my grandma, who is always happy to share our family’s secrets.

See, my mom believed she was different from other people. She thought she had a gift, that she was able to sense things other people couldn’t. My grandma believes that she has one too—like it’s hereditary or something. But nobody would ever think that sort of thing about my aunt Sharon. My aunt is just … normal. There’s nothing special about her. And she swears up and down that my mom and grandma are—or were—far less gifted and more mentally unstable.

My uncle Jeff is okay—he’s not nearly as unpleasant as my aunt—but he’s also not particularly interesting. When he’s not at work, he goes running on the path almost every morning and spends pretty much all his free time reading things like the Wall Street Journal and The Economist. He’s a consultant. I’ve been living with him for years, and I’m still not sure exactly what a consultant does.

He and my aunt are watching The Muppets Take Manhattan, which means that, even though I don’t see my cousin Charlie in the room anywhere, he can’t be far away. Charlie loves the Muppets. He’s nineteen years old. When he was born, his umbilical cord got wrapped around his neck during delivery, cutting off his oxygen for a few minutes. So Charlie is different from other men his age. But it’s good-different. As worried as I am about my sister, when I see my cousin walking into the living room, carefully holding a full glass of iced tea in one hand, his other arm curled around a bowl of popcorn, it occurs to me that he’s going to love the peach-pit monkey. Maybe I’ll give it to him.

The three of them stare at me when I step inside.

Almost immediately, my aunt’s lips form a stiff line. She’d be pretty, maybe even beautiful, if she weren’t pissed off so much of the time. Sometimes she gets mad at my uncle too, but she almost never gets upset with Charlie. She’s always stayed home with him. He can’t be left alone for too long. When she has time, my aunt volunteers as a docent for the Greensburg art museum a few afternoons a week. She’s like a tour guide, but for paintings. She was an art history major in college, before she had Charlie. My mom had an interest in art, but she didn’t just study art, she created it.

“Where’s Alice?” my aunt demands. It’s like the sound of the name alone—Alice—makes her blood boil.

The wheeze persists. Can they hear it? I squeeze the monkey in my hand, trying to stay calm. Charlie crunches on his popcorn, his eyes fixed on the television. We’d wanted to bring him with us tonight, but my aunt said no. She didn’t have a good reason. She can be overprotective.

“She isn’t here.” It’s not a question.

“No, she isn’t.” My aunt crosses her arms. “Why isn’t she with you?”

I take a deep breath before I launch into my plea. “Aunt Sharon, Uncle Jeff, please listen. I was riding the Ferris wheel, and all of a sudden Alice was gone. I couldn’t find her anywhere. I think something’s wrong. She wouldn’t have left without telling me.”

My aunt nods slowly. “Jeff? Are you hearing this?”

His gaze is fixed on the television. “I sure am.”

“Who were you with?” she asks.

“A few people. Kimber and Holly and Nicholas. They said they would call me if they saw her, but that was over half an hour ago.” My voice begins to rise. “You know she wouldn’t leave without telling me. You know that.”

My aunt presses her hands to her face. Her engagement ring, which is big and round, sparkles beside her wedding band, beneath the light of the living room’s brass chandelier. “Rachel, your uncle and I have had a very long evening. I can’t do this right now. You don’t have any clue where she might have gone?”

“No! She just disappeared. Aunt Sharon, please. She would have told me if she were going somewhere. Listen to me.” I’m almost yelling at them. I have everyone’s attention now, including Charlie’s.

“I found a cat, Rachel,” my cousin interrupts, as though the news will calm me.

“Your cousin found a cat,” my aunt confirms, staring upward at the light. “The cat is pregnant. She’s in the kitchen.”

My uncle appears to be thinking, looking at me now. His index finger is pressed to the tip of his nose. When we make eye contact, he shrugs. He’s obviously not too upset by the idea that my sister is missing. “We named it Linda,” he offers.

I look at the three of them. My wheeze has subsided, but now I can feel my heart beating quickly in my chest. Holly’s pills are kicking in. I shouldn’t have taken so many. “What?”

“The cat,” my uncle clarifies. “We named the cat Linda.” The information seems to cheer him. He adds, as though I care, “After Paul McCartney’s first wife.” Charlie loves the Beatles.

“Jeff, wait. She’s worried about her sister. Rachel,” my aunt says, scooting over on the wide sofa, making room for me. “Come here.”

I shake my head. “No. You need to call the police.”

“The police?” She stares at me. “She’s been gone less than an hour. Sweetie, come on. What are the police going to do? Alice is eighteen.” But my aunt can see how upset I am. “Jeff?” she asks. “What do you think? Should we go look for her?”

My uncle is eating a handful of Charlie’s popcorn now, chewing while he speaks. “If Alice can figure out how to turn back the odometer on my sports car, then I’m sure she can take care of herself for an evening.”

I’m almost crying. “Uncle Jeff, this isn’t funny. Please listen. I know something happened.”

Charlie blinks at me. “How do you know, Rachel?”

“I know because … because I just do. I can feel it. It’s like one second she was there, and then she was gone. I mean gone. Please,” I beg, “call the police. Tell them she’s missing. Say we can’t find her. They’ll know what to do. They can put out a bulletin, or search the fair, or—”

“Rachel, your sister has a criminal record. Honey, the police won’t look for her yet. You need to calm down.” My aunt’s gaze flickers back to the Muppets.

Ba-dum, ba-dum, ba-dum, my heart thumps. I’m sweating. “If you won’t call the police, then I will.”

“What?” She seems alarmed by the idea. “Rachel, please don’t do that. Think about this for a minute. Alice disappears. It’s what she does.” My aunt has little patience for behavior that is anything besides orderly and whatever she considers “normal.” Her own mother—my grandma—is certifiably crazy, which made for a miserable childhood for my aunt and mother; my grandma had a hard time functioning from day to day, and she’s had more than a few stints in institutions, even when her daughters were young. My mom got over it eventually, but Aunt Sharon never has.

“Alice didn’t run away this time.” I can’t explain to them how I know, though. They wouldn’t understand any of it. Even I don’t understand it, not completely. All I know is that I can’t feel her anymore. Our connection has been replaced by a messy sense of dread that fills my whole body, seeping into the space around me.

My aunt and uncle exchange a look, communicating with their eyes, the way people who have been married for a long time can do.

“Okay, Rach,” my uncle finally says, “if Alice doesn’t come home tonight, we’ll call the police in the morning. In the meantime, why don’t you get in touch with a few of your friends? See if any of them ran into her.”

“Fine.” My voice trembles. My fingertips are numb. “I’m going upstairs.”
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In our room on the third floor, I sit cross-legged on my bed, staring at my phone for a long time, willing it to ring. Willing it to be her, calling to say she’s all right.

Alone in the room, I look around, trying to take some comfort in the familiar surroundings. My sister’s bed, against the back wall of the house, is unmade as usual. Heaps of our clothing litter the floor. An easel sits beside the front window, holding a work in progress. It’s a charcoal drawing of Robin, started weeks ago, abandoned when the relationship got messy. The walls are covered with sketches. Some of them are random objects—books and buildings and household things, studies from long hours spent after school in the art room. Lots of them are of Charlie, who is an excellent model. A few others depict a smiling young girl with a small gap between her top front teeth. I don’t know her name or who she is, but there must be at least a dozen sketches of her in our room alone. In the lower-right corner of every drawing, so small you could barely see them, are the initials A.E.F. A talent for art is one of the few things my sister and I don’t have in common.

After almost twenty minutes of sitting in near silence, listening to the sound of blood rushing behind my ears, trying to calm myself without any success, I know I have to do something. I can’t sit here all night, waiting.

What I really want to do is call Robin. If he’s around, maybe there’s a chance he saw my sister at the fair and tried to talk to her. It seems unlikely, and he wouldn’t have gotten very far with her if they did run into each other. But I can’t call him. Robin is the only person I know who has never owned a cell phone. At least, he always claimed he didn’t have one. No cell, no house line, no way whatsoever for anybody to get in touch with him unless he reached out first.

I sit, staring at my phone, trying to will it to ring.

It does. The sound makes me jump. I look at the screen to see who’s calling, but it only says UNKNOWN NUMBER. It could be him. It must be him. It rings four times before I answer.

“Hello?” I ask tentatively.

Silence on the other end.

“Hello?” I repeat. “Who is this?”

“Hi.” It’s him. There’s no background noise. Even though he’s only said one word, I can sense that he sounds tired, or maybe sad. Where is he? What is he doing tonight? Who is he with?

“Robin,” I say. “Where are you?” He tends to come and go as he pleases, showing up out of nowhere sometimes.

“I’m here,” he says. “I’m talking to you.”

“You have to tell me something,” I continue. “It’s important. Promise you’ll tell me the truth, okay?”

Another pause. “Sure.”

“Were you at Hollick Park tonight? There’s a fair. You must have seen it.” He lives on the opposite side of town, but everybody knows about the autumn festival.

I can hear him smiling. I can picture exactly what he looks like in my mind. “Nope,” he says, “I’ve been here all night.”

“Where are you?”

“It’s not important.”

“Robin,” I say, “it is important. Why did you call me, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “I just felt like it, okay?”

“You haven’t been around lately. What have you been doing?”

He ignores the question. “I’ve gotta go. Sorry. Listen, though—you know where to find me if you need anything, right?”

I stare at his portrait, which is so lifelike that it almost seems like he’s right here in the room with me.

There’s a pause in our conversation that seems to stretch forever. I can hear his thick breath. He’s smoking a cigarette. I imagine the room he might be in, all alone in his cheap apartment on the east end of town.

I squeeze my eyes shut in frustration. He is always like this, so nebulous. So difficult to pin down. “Right,” I say weakly. “Fine. Thanks a lot.”

I don’t wait long for him to respond. After a few seconds, I take the phone away from my ear, press end, and toss it onto the bed.

Minutes pass, and he doesn’t call back. But I continue to stare at his half-finished portrait near the window, trying to imagine what he’s doing at this moment. I lay in bed, on top of my sheets, listening to my heart beating in my chest. I can feel my eyes moving in their sockets. My sweat dampens my clothing, and I get so chilly that I can’t stand it anymore, so I finally get up and change into a pair of pajamas. Around two in the morning, I cross the room and climb into my sister’s bed. I lay there for what feels like forever, until I can’t hold my eyes open any longer. Downstairs, I hear Linda the cat meowing in the kitchen, all by herself, afraid of the dark night.


Chapter Three

We were four the first time. We had a baby pool in our backyard. I was in the pool, playing with a plastic teacup set. My sister went inside to use the bathroom. My mother let her go in all by herself. The bathroom was right inside the back door, next to the kitchen.

My mother had dark red hair that she used to wear in a messy ponytail. She’d sit in her lawn chair beside the pool, keeping an eye on us while she read a book, smoking her cigarettes. She smoked all the time. I didn’t realize until I was much older that it wasn’t socially acceptable to smoke, much less around your children. My mom never finished college; instead, she had us. She married my father when she was only twenty-one. But this was a long time ago—back when it wasn’t so unusual for people to get married so young.

Back then, to me, my mom always seemed happy. She laughed a lot, and some days when we were finished playing in the baby pool, she’d take us inside and we’d make microwave brownies together. She always let us crack the eggs. I remember her smell—it wasn’t perfume or soap or anything like that. It was just the way she smelled, like cigarettes and teaberry chewing gum.

My sister was in the house using the bathroom that day, and I was in the pool. I sat with my legs folded underneath me, bent at the knees. It was a hot day, the kind of heat where you can see the sunlight shimmering in the air. The grass kept turning brown and was starting to die underneath the baby pool because it didn’t get any sun, so my parents would move the pool around the yard to help the grass grow back, and finally we had all these big brown circles in the yard, like a map of every place the pool had been that summer.

My mother wore big, round sunglasses with pink frames. She was reclined in her chair, reading her book. All of a sudden I couldn’t breathe.

I tried. I put my hands to my throat and struggled for air, but it felt like I’d swallowed a rock. I didn’t cough. I gagged. I panicked, splashing around in the water, trying to breathe.

“Baby?” My mother put her book down. I shook my head at her. I couldn’t speak or cry or do anything but work for air that wasn’t coming.

“Sweetie, say something!” My mother rushed to me, picked me up from the pool, and lay me down on the lawn. She shook me hard. She screamed my name over and over. She slapped me across the face.

But no matter how I tried, I could not manage to take a breath. My mother picked me up like I weighed next to nothing and threw me over her shoulder, hitting me on the back as she carried me inside.

There, in the kitchen, lay my sister. She was on the ceramic tile floor. She wasn’t breathing. She was bluish, her wispy red hair across her face, her little mouth wide open. I remember it all so vividly. I remember looking down at her and thinking, “That’s me down there.” Because I felt exactly what she was feeling.

My mother knelt beside my sister. She shook her hard. She screamed her name over and over. She slapped her across the face. Still, my sister did not breathe. Her eyes were open, but she wasn’t looking at us. It was like she wasn’t there.

My mother lay me down on the floor, her gaze filled with horror as she tried to help both of us at the same time. She struggled to lift up my sister and pound on her back. “Steven!” she screamed, calling for my father. Then she put her arms around my sister’s stomach, hands clasped together against her small tummy like a knot, and pushed.

My sister spit something out. She coughed and coughed. Then she threw up all over the floor.

My mother gazed at the mess. With her thumb and index finger, she reached into it and picked something up. She stared at it, then she looked at me.

I was breathing again. It all happened in an instant. I felt fine.

My mother, though, did not seem fine. Her face was white. I looked at what she was holding. It was a big wad of pink teaberry gum.

That was the first time.

I dream of my sister all night long. At least that’s how it feels; I read somewhere that dreams only last a few seconds, even though it might seem like they go on for hours.

We are standing on the running path, walking side by side with our fingers laced together gently, our arms swinging as we stroll along.

In the dream, I feel worried. There is a strong, cool breeze that whips my hair into my line of vision, obscuring my surroundings. I grip my sister’s hand more tightly. “We should go home,” I tell her.

She stops. She reaches toward me and brushes the hair from my eyes. “You go ahead. I have to stay behind.”

“Why?” I ask, still holding her hand. I feel certain that I can’t let go, or she might slip away forever.

She doesn’t answer me. She looks up at the sky, which is overcast, thick with dark, puffy cumulus clouds. “It might rain soon.”

“I don’t want to leave you here,” I say.

She smiles at me. “You don’t have a choice.”

Then the oddest thing happens. It’s like she starts to fade, her form growing translucent, her hand slipping away from mine even as I struggle to maintain my grasp. The wind picks up, and she begins to blur around the edges. It’s like an invisible hand is taking an eraser to her figure.

I want to lunge after her, to save her, but I can’t move. I am frozen in place. All I can do is watch as she grows fainter by the minute. I open my mouth to scream her name, but I can’t make a sound.

Just before she disappears, she speaks to me one last time. Her voice is strong and firm, so different from her appearance. “Don’t. Tell. Anyone. Not a soul.”

I find my voice, shouting her name even as she vanishes into thin air. I feel incredibly cold all of a sudden, unable to move, shivering, waiting for her to reappear. I stare at the empty space for what feels like hours, but she doesn’t return.
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I wake up with my legs tangled in her sheets, sunlight leaking through the cracks in our window’s wooden shutters. It’s 9:13 in the morning. I feel something in my hand; looking down, I see that I’m still clutching the carved monkey. I’ve been holding on to it all night.

Beside me, resting on the fitted sheet, is my phone. Its tiny message light is off. No missed calls. No texts. Nothing.

But the panic is still here; almost immediately, I realize that I’m sweating. The sheets are all wet. My sister, I know, did not come home last night. She isn’t downstairs watching cartoons with Charlie. She isn’t making herself some cinnamon toast in the kitchen. She isn’t anywhere.

I put my feet on the floor. I stare at the monkey again, holding it up to the sunlight, noticing its precise detail. For some reason, I don’t want to put it down. Each individual finger is visible against the tree trunk. Its mouth is an almost-perfect tiny heart shape. I’ve never seen anything like it.

I get out of bed and hurry downstairs. My aunt and uncle promised they’d call the police this morning if my sister wasn’t back. We need to be looking for her. We should have been looking last night.

The house is a big old Colonial with creaky hardwood floors and thick plaster walls. The staircase leading to the third floor is wide and curved, the steps carpeted with an expensive Oriental pattern, held in place with brass poles. On the landing just outside the door to our bedroom, there’s a cozy window seat overlooking the street, except that the view is obscured by a huge stained-glass peacock. The bird’s tail is fanned into numerous slivers of color, its bright green eyes always open, watching, sometimes catching the light so that it almost seems alive. There’s a huge landing on the second floor, its staircase gently sloping, open into the foyer.

The coolest thing about this place, though, is that there’s a genuine hidden staircase. In the smallest second-floor bedroom, which is a guest room, there’s a rectangular seam in the blue-and-white-striped wallpaper. If you press on the edge, right where you’d expect to find a doorknob, it releases a hinge on the other side, and part of the wall swings out to reveal a dark, narrow staircase. It leads to the kitchen, where there’s a latch that opens from the inside. And in the kitchen, to the left of the refrigerator, there is a similar flat panel with no visible doorknob—just a slim rectangular crack in the wall. It’s barely noticeable.

Nobody else in this house ever uses the secret staircase; it’s dark and inconvenient, the steps are steep and narrow, and its unheated air is chilly. But I like it. In the months after we first came here, I used to hide in the wall for long periods of time in the afternoons, sitting with my knees pulled against my chest, thinking of my mother and father. I imagined that I was in a secret, magical corridor—kind of like the wardrobe leading to Narnia—and that I’d step out of the darkness and into my old life at my old house, and my parents would be standing in the kitchen like they’d always been there, like they would never go away.

It didn’t work, of course. There was no magic. But in the cool darkness of the hidden stairs, if I listened closely to hear the whispered vacuum of air circulating past my ears, sometimes I almost believed that it could.
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This morning, I open the latch and step into the kitchen, where my aunt and uncle, along with Charlie, are gathered in a semicircle around a big cardboard box on the floor. Inside, there’s a fat calico cat lying on top of an old yellow blanket, her breathing rapid and shallow, eyes so wide and glassy that they look like wet marbles.

My aunt looks at me. “Alice?”

I shake my head.

“Oh. Rachel.” Pause. “Your sister still isn’t back, then?”

“No.” My eyes are watering, and I’m continuing to sweat. “Please do something.”

“She didn’t call you?” my uncle asks, not looking up from the box. The cat gives a low-pitched meow, in pain, and rolls to her other side. Her fine belly fur is licked so thoroughly that it’s soaking wet, her swollen nipples a deep, angry shade of red.

“No. You said we’d call the police today. You promised.” I close the secret door and stand beside the box, between my aunt and Charlie. “What are you staring at? It’s just a cat.” The house feels like an oven; a bead of sweat rolls down my forehead and into my eye. “Aren’t you worried, now that Alice didn’t come home all night? You said you’d listen to me. Aunt Sharon, you promised. Please.”

“Oh, honey …” My aunt sighs. “Maybe we should call around first. She could be with Robin.”

“She’s not. I talked to him last night.”

“You talked to Robin?” My aunt gives me a sharp look. “Rachel, he’s—”

“I know. But I was so scared.” The cat sort of gurgles and howls all at once. It wriggles around on the blanket.

“You’re still worried, aren’t you? Even though she’s run away before?” My aunt Sharon picks up a mug of steaming coffee from the floor beside her. Charlie made the mug in a ceramics class that he took at the community center last year. It’s dark green and lopsided, a few of his big fingerprints visible in the glazed clay. My aunt uses it every morning, washing it by hand after she’s finished drinking coffee, carefully drying it with a dish towel before placing it on the ledge of the kitchen window. Every morning.

I close my eyes for a moment. The feeling of dread is almost suffocating. “Something bad is happening. You have to believe me; I know her better than anyone.” I open my eyes to give them another pleading look. “I can tell. I know it sounds crazy, but I’m certain of it.”

My aunt glances at the clock above the kitchen stove. I can see that she’s starting to worry, too, but doesn’t want to show it too much. “Maybe Robin was lying to you.”

The idea annoys me. My aunt and uncle don’t like Robin, but they’ve never even met him. They don’t know him at all. “He wasn’t lying.”

“Oh … would you look at that,” my uncle whispers.

“Ew!” Horrified, Charlie brings his hands to his face. He separates his fingers, peeking out from between them. “Dad! It’s so gross.”

My uncle rubs Charlie’s back. “It’s okay, buddy. She’s having her kittens. You should watch. You might never see anything like this again.”

But Charlie’s right; it is gross. I stare as the first kitten emerges, contained in a clear, gelatinous sac, its tiny paws working to break through the membrane without much success.

Charlie and I look at each other. He puts an index finger in his mouth to make a gagging gesture. In spite of everything, I smile.

“All right, Rachel. If she doesn’t get in touch within the hour, I’m going to call the police,” my uncle says, unable to take his eyes off the cat. He adds, “Sharon, where’s the camera? We should be taking pictures.”

“Within the hour?” I almost shriek. “Are you kidding? Call them now. You promised me.” I look at the cat again. “And why would you want pictures of that? It’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen.”

My aunt sips her coffee. Her expression over the edge of her mug is serious. To my uncle, she says, “I think Rachel might be right. Maybe we should call the police now, Jeff. Alice didn’t come home last night. We shouldn’t wait around all morning.”

My uncle barely looks at her. “If you think so.”

“I do think so. We can’t just assume she’s okay. Even if she did run away, the police need to know she’s gone.”

My face is flushed, my forehead wet with sweat; why hasn’t anybody else noticed how warm it is in here? A flutter of worry beats hard in my chest. “Will you call right now?”

My aunt stands up. “Yes,” she says, glancing at the box. As she’s heading toward the phone, she adds, “Rachel’s right, Jeff. That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen.” She means the cat. To me, she says, “I know you’re worried, but please don’t panic. The police will track down Alice. And when she gets home, we’ll deal with her.” She sighs. “Somehow.”

I lean against the wall in relief, sliding downward until my butt hits the floor, pulling my knees close to my chest.

My aunt drops her mug. It shatters against the floor, coffee and thick green shards of ceramic all over the place, some of the brown liquid seeping into the side of the cardboard box.

Charlie looks at the mug, at my aunt, and then at me. His bottom lip begins to tremble. He starts to cry.

“What the hell, Sharon?” My uncle jumps to his feet, his arms spread out, the cat howling wildly below him, four newborn kittens in the box now, and when I look at my aunt again she’s staring at me, a look of pure horror on her face, her expression crumpled somewhere between frowning and crying and screaming. She covers her mouth with a hand, shakes her head, steps toward me, and reaches down with her free arm to pull me to my feet.

“What is that?” Charlie asks, crying.

“Jesus.” My uncle stares at me. “Charlie, go get the phone, buddy.”

“Dad, what’s all over the wall? Dad?” I’ve never seen my cousin so scared. What does he mean, what’s on the wall? I am too afraid to turn around and look.

“Charlie. The phone!”

His footsteps heavy, my cousin runs toward the family room.

“What? What’s wrong?” I’ve never been looked at this way before.

“Rachel … oh, sweetie. You’re hurt.” My aunt reaches toward me with a shaking hand.

“Aunt Sharon,” I say, backing away, “you’re scaring me.”

And then I sense it. Something feels wet and cool on the back of my head, near my neck. It doesn’t hurt; it tingles.

Slowly, I turn around to look at the wall.

The paint is a color called silk heaven. The kitchen used to be wallpapered. It was this garish gold-and-purple flower pattern. When we were fourteen, my sister and I spent an entire weekend scraping the paper off. You can’t imagine the mess. When we were finished, my aunt let us help with the painting. Silk heaven. The words roll off the tongue. Aunt Sharon always keeps the kitchen so clean, so white.

The wall behind me is marked with a thick smear of blood, a bright-red stripe running vertically toward the floor. It’s so red, such a vibrant, pretty color, that it almost looks alive. It is caked with hundreds of strands of my hair, shimmering beneath the light, tiny particles of gray scalp visible at their roots. So much blood. So much hair.

I touch the back of my scalp, gently, and feel a gooey mess. It’s still flowing. I pull my hand away. I am holding a fistful of hair and scalp.

My aunt and uncle ease me to the floor. My uncle pulls off his shirt, holds it to the back of my head, and wraps his arms around me.

In her bare feet, her toenails painted a pink so light that it’s almost white, my aunt stumbles on a shard of the ceramic mug, slicing open the edge of her foot. A blossom of red appears at the wound, but she doesn’t seem to notice. From the cardboard box, there is a chorus of hungry, sweet mewing. The kittens’ cries start out quiet but then quickly become louder, the sound growing shrill, almost intolerable. The room dissolves into inky patches of light and darkness. From somewhere far away, somewhere dark and damp and cruel, I hear my sister calling my name. The pain comes through her and into me. I feel it for both of us. Everything hurts.
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