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The face on a missing-person sign is supposed to be a stranger’s. Those yellowed papers tacked up in grocery stores are children who disappeared fifteen years ago. Amber Alerts are kids from other states with parents fighting for custody. And yet the face staring back at me from the TV – the girl under the siren-red MISSING letters—

That’s me.

If there’s any face I should recognise instantly, it’s my own. I’ve seen it a million times in every mirror and every photo I’ve ever appeared in. But I don’t recognise the girl staring back at me from the hospital’s flat screen. It’s like looking at someone else, not myself.

Whoever sent in the picture cropped our volleyball team photo where I’m wearing my uniform, and I have perfectly straight brown hair and a shiny smile. The image on the screen shows a happy Grace, one who laughs and charms and lives up to her name. Nothing like the Grace I am now: weak, bruised and broken in a hospital bed.

The TV’s volume is muted, but the dull hum of the AC suddenly roars in my ears. The photo is replaced by one of me and my sister, cheek to cheek. There are no captions, but I can imagine the news anchor’s voice, cold and detached, updating the community on the status of the search: Grace Stoll was found on the side of the road early yesterday morning, but the search for her sister, Maddy, continues. As if on cue, the screen switches again, this time to a picture of Maddy.

We look as if we could be twins. She resembles me more in that photo than I do right now. My hair is still tangled and knotted, and while the dried blood’s been washed away from my face, I spotted some flecks of it along my hairline in the bathroom mirror this morning.

I look exactly like you’d expect after being found on the side of the road.

But I’m not the one still missing. Maddy is.

It’s only been a little over a day since I woke up and was told my sister is gone. I’ve been trying to convince myself it’s still early … There’s still time … It hasn’t even been forty-eight hours yet. We’ll find her.

We will.

Maybe it’s a blessing that I look like this, that the reflection gazing back at me is a stranger, that I don’t have to see a copy of Maddy’s face in the mirror knowing she’s still out there. Somewhere.

Mom comes in, carrying a bouquet of flowers in one hand and wiping her puffy eyes with the other. Watching her pain is worse than feeling it myself. She tries her best not to cry in front of me, but the tears haven’t stopped since she walked into the hospital yesterday. At first I thought she was only crying with relief that I was okay, but then Dad told me about Maddy.

Mom takes one look at the news update on the screen before grabbing the remote from my hand.

‘Let’s turn this off.’ She clears her throat, scraping away the tight hold of tears and worry. ‘Dr Thelsman says the best thing you can do right now is rest, and they’re not reporting anything we don’t already know.’ She sets the vase of flowers on the table beneath the TV, along with the remote, far out of my reach.

‘I have been resting.’ My voice is scratchy, raw, foreign.

A too-soft pillow swallows my shoulders, and stiff sheets cover the long scratch up my left calf. The police took the clothes I was found in. When the hospital gown slips from my shoulder, I gently adjust it, careful not to tug the IV taped to the back of my hand. I can barely get out of bed without someone helping to hold up my gown or untangle the IV, much less help Maddy.

‘Someone from the school came by to deliver this,’ Mom says, ignoring me and pointing to the flowers surrounded by other colourful arrangements, cards and gifts. The waiting room’s been a revolving door of people stopping by, neighbours and friends, mostly, since my parents were both only children and their extended family isn’t local. No one stays for long. I’m not allowed visitors yet. Plus, sitting in the lobby and wishing me good health is pretty useless when they could be searching for Maddy.

Mom hands me a get-well card with scripty gold writing. The inside’s covered in student signatures: Mackayla, Jade, Nicole …

‘Nicole,’ I say slowly. ‘She was on the trip with us.’

‘You remember it?’ Mom’s eyes grow wide – not with surprise. Something else. I shouldn’t have said anything, because too late I realise what it is: hope.

‘No, not exactly,’ I say. We stood outside the school before boarding the bus last Monday. Five days ago. It’s the last thing I remember. We were all signed up, packed and ready to endure the hour-long ride to Shady Oaks Lodge, and then … nothing. ‘Nothing new. Only before the trip.’

‘Oh.’ Her shoulders drop a fraction of an inch.

‘I’ll let you know when I remember something.’

She smiles. A genuine smile. The first genuine smile I’ve seen since I woke up this morning.

But my heart sinks further because I said when, and I meant to say if. The doctors already said they can’t predict whether those memories will return.

‘Dad’s bringing some of your things from home,’ Mom says.

‘Does that mean I’m leaving?’ I ask with hope of my own. The doctors ran every test they could yesterday. I was only awake for pieces of it. My eyes fluttered open when the ambulance siren screamed its arrival. The gurney jostled as they loaded me in. Doctors and nurses called my name. Someone asked me if I remembered what happened. I’m not sure how much time passed before my parents arrived. Mom cried into my shoulder, and Dad smoothed the hair away from my forehead to give me a kiss before I drifted back to sleep.

There were no flashes of nightmares or dreams, or what might have knocked me unconscious and landed me in the hospital in the first place.

There was nothing but darkness. Sleep. Silence.

But today, I’m awake. I’m fully aware of my reality: I can’t remember anything from our week-long senior trip. My sister and I went missing, but I’m the only one they found.

‘Dr Thelsman wants you to spend one more night for observation, and then if everything else comes back clear, he hopes to release you tomorrow morning.’

Release me.

The doctors and hospital walls aren’t the only things trapping me.

A quick knock raps against the door with a hushed ‘Ms Stoll?’

A tall, middle-aged man swings the door open and enters with a clean-shaven guy. Both wear police uniforms. The first man’s eyes move from my mom to me, and his face breaks into a soft smile. ‘Glad to see you awake.’ A few grey hairs speckle his dark goatee. ‘I’m Detective Howard, and this is Officer Jones.’ I shake his offered hand and nod to the younger officer, who waves. ‘I was hoping you might be able to answer a few questions for us.’

‘I don’t know if she’s ready yet,’ Mom says, her arm draped protectively over the back of my raised bed. ‘The doctor said—’

‘The doctor said I’m fine,’ I interrupt. ‘Every test has come back clear so far.’

‘You’re hardly fine if you—’

Officer Jones jumps in: ‘With all due respect, your daughter’s eighteen and can legally make that decision on her own.’

My mom’s mouth drops open in surprise, but Detective Howard speaks first. ‘It’s all right. We understand this might be difficult.’ He talks to me, but his eyes flick to Mom. ‘We just want to get as much information as we can to help find your sister.’

‘I want to do this. I want to help.’ I should be searching for Maddy. I should be doing something to find my sister and make sure she’s okay. And if I’m stuck in this room, if this is the only way to be useful, then nothing is going to stop me.

Mom swallows and nods her consent, legally required or not. Detective Howard pulls a chair over to the edge of my bed and lowers himself to my level.

‘What do you remember from the trip?’

‘Nothing, I – I can’t remember anything.’

Dr Thelsman said memory loss is fairly common following a head injury or traumatic event. Even though no one knows exactly what this event was, it’s pretty obvious it can be classified as traumatic.

Detective Howard pauses. ‘Do you know why you might have been on Oldham County Road?’

‘No, I didn’t even know the name of it until right now.’

‘That’s where Trent Gutter found you yesterday morning.’

‘Your math teacher?’ Mom asks.

‘History,’ I correct.

‘He was a chaperone on the trip,’ Detective Howard clarifies.

‘Mr Gutter was?’ I ask. ‘But Mr Holtsof and Mrs Sanderson were the ones at the meeting.’ They were definitely the two staff members originally signed up for Senior Sabbatical. Then, at the surprised look on Detective Howard’s face, I add, ‘I can remember everything from before the trip. All of it.’

He nods and consults his notes. ‘We spoke to a Mr Trent Gutter and Mrs Katie Sanderson, both Forest Lane Academy staff members assigned to chaperone the trip.’

When I neither confirm nor deny this fact, Detective Howard shares a glance with Officer Jones, who then types something into his phone, possibly a note to confirm that later. The detective asks slowly, ‘Can you think of anyone on the trip who might have wished you or your sister harm?’

‘No, definitely not.’ No hesitation. Not even a moment.

Mom gives my shoulder a reassuring squeeze, but her fingers tremble.

Detective Howard waits as if he’s attempting to watch the memories play like a movie across my forehead, but there’s nothing else to say. We were with classmates, friends. No one who would hurt us.

‘You’re sure?’

‘Yes, I—’ I pause, longing to pull at any thread of memory. The effort ignites a flash of sharp pain. I rub my temples, wishing it away.

‘Do you recall fighting with your sister or anyone else on the trip?’

‘No,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘I – I don’t remember anything after getting on the bus Monday morning.’

Disappointment leaks into the lines on the detective’s forehead, but I keep my eyes trained on him, because it’s easier to watch him than to face my mom, who I know will be looking at me the same way. Maddy needs me. I can do this for her.

‘Did you leave the lodge for any reason?’

‘Not that I can remember.’ And then, in a desperate attempt to be helpful, I add, ‘Except, well, obviously I did at some point if I was found on that road.’

‘Do you remember it?’

‘No. I only remember boarding the bus. Then … nothing. Not until I was loaded on to the ambulance.’ I scrape my hair to the side of my head and wince when my finger nudges the stitches on the back of my skull. The injury is under my hair, not visible – unlike the black eye, the scratch on my cheek, or healing bruises – and the gash at the base of my skull required seven stitches and hurts worse than all the rest of it combined.

‘I think that’s enough,’ Mom says, stepping forward with her hand towards the door. ‘My daughter needs her rest, so unless you have any updates on the search …’

Detective Howard ignores her. I can feel him looking at me, but I keep my chin raised, eyes focused on the pocked tiles covering the ceiling, willing the headache that’s blossomed across my temples to disappear. I squeeze my eyes shut until I hear the scrape of Detective Howard’s chair being returned to its place against the wall.

‘It’s all right,’ he says. ‘We’ve got enough for now. Be sure to call us if you remember anything about that night.’ He hands me a business card with the police logo on it.

I reach for it, but his last word sends another wave of throbbing through my head.

‘Wait, I thought we went missing in the morning.’ I look to Mom, the only source of news I’ve had, for confirmation.

She nods, but her brows pull together in confusion. ‘The school called us yesterday morning to say the girls weren’t accounted for.’

‘After talking with the staff chaperones and other students on the trip, the last report we have of either girl being seen is Thursday night, the twenty-fifth, around nine p.m.’

Mom’s chin crumples and her eyes water. Twelve hours. Maddy’s been missing for twelve hours more than we thought. I swallow the rising panic. I know what they say about the first forty-eight hours. Everyone knows. And we lost twelve without realising it.

‘I don’t understand,’ Mom says, her voice brittle, threatening to break. ‘The school said they started searching as soon as the girls were reported missing. That wasn’t until Friday morning.’

‘Their room-mates and another boy from the trip, a –’ Detective Howard scrolls through his phone, checking his notes again – ‘Ryan Jacobs, first noticed the girls’ absence at six a.m. on the morning of the twenty-sixth, and told the school staff members right away. They searched the lodge and its grounds, and then called us the same time they notified you.’

‘What time is it now?’

‘Just after four,’ Officer Jones says.

That means if Maddy isn’t found in the next five hours, then she’s probably …

They don’t say how important it is for me to remember.

They don’t have to. Maddy is missing.

And I’m the only one who was with her when she disappeared.
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Forty-two days until graduation.

Fourteen days until prom.

Two days until Senior Sabbatical.

Seven minutes (maybe) until my life (hopefully) changes forever.

I tap a pen relentlessly against the notebook in my lap and fight the urge to check my phone again. Nothing has changed. Probably. It’s only been two minutes since I last hit refresh on my email, but the results are supposed to be announced today. I need to stop thinking about it. I’ll stop riiiiiight now.

Okay, now.

Stop, stop, stop, stopstopstop.

But I should probably check to make— My phone vibrates, and I nearly fall off my bed snatching it from the pillow next to me.

Not an email. A message from Erica pops up: a picture of her cat looking mutinous. It’s enough to make me laugh and forget my empty inbox long enough to reply.

Did you move when she was sleeping on you again?

Her response arrives immediately. 

No, it’s three minutes past when I normally feed her.

I send a crying emoji and ask if she wants to come over tonight. All week long at school, she’s avoided mentioning her plans today. But it’s obvious why. She’s my best friend – okay, my only friend – and we always surprise each other. It’s our thing. We randomly get each other gifts, and they always have googly eyes. I’ll bring her a cup of coffee in the morning, with two big plastic eyes stuck on the lid. A few weeks later, she’ll bring me a doughnut with a fresh pair of eyes on top. Bath bombs. Pencils. Phone cases. Make-up. Gifts big and small, all with a ridiculous pair of adhesive eyes to make the other laugh. But since I filled her car with googly-eyed balloons two months ago, she hasn’t given a gift back. She’s obviously been planning something big, and I predict the reveal will come tonight. 

There’s no lightning-quick response this time. I smirk. Fine, leave me on read. She has to reveal the plan soon. I heard her talking about the music festival when I walked into English on Tuesday. She stopped as soon as she spotted me, and I played it off perfectly. She has no idea I heard. It will take at least thirty minutes to drive to the city and another ten for parking. Plus, time to get ready together … I estimate she’ll be forced to confess and send a picture of the tickets topped with eyeballs in the next hour.

Maybe by then I’ll know if I can afford college next year. Too much waiting for good news all at the same time.

I can’t take it.

I toss my phone back on to the bed and return my focus to the blank page in front of me. My portfolio for the Dorene Williams Memorial Writing Scholarship was submitted months ago, so it’s not as if there’s any pressure to fill this page in front of me. But poetry relaxes me. Usually. Not today, apparently.

Getting the congratulatory email would mean heading out of state and enrolling in any liberal arts school I want, but it’s amazing how a major money announcement can suffocate all my creative abilities as swiftly as a rumour ruins a reputation in junior high.

My parents don’t know I want to attend Trinity University. I could never show my dad the tuition costs. His eyeballs look best firmly attached to his head, thanks. But this scholarship would change everything. More than the money, it’s the investment. It would mean someone reading my work and thinking, She’s worth it.

Bzzt. My heart stops at the muffled vibration coming from the direction of my pillow. I reach for my phone but hesitate. It’s probably Erica with my birthday plans.

But maybe it’s not. Maybe it’s Dorene Williams’s grandson himself – or one of the board members, more likely – notifying me that my writing absolutely blew them away and they’ve never been more excited to invest in a young writer. My mouth goes dry at the thought.

I clutch my phone to my chest. Close my eyes. Take a deep breath and—

‘Eww.’ Grace races into our room, her eyes scanning the floor as she pauses to show her disgust. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Nothing,’ I say, slipping my phone into my lap.

‘With those?’ She crinkles her nose and points to the bowl next to my notebook while craning her neck to peer round the other side of my bed.

‘Eating.’ I pick up a thin slice of orange pepper and slather it in ranch dip. ‘Want one?’ I ask.

Grace gags. ‘Do you want me to throw up on your bed again?’

‘Nah, second grade after Alejandra’s pizza-skating party was enough, thanks.’ I snap the pepper with a satisfying crunch. She rushes to her side of the room, and I take a quick peek at my phone, still mostly expecting another text from Erica.

But it’s not. It’s an email. It’s an email from the Dorene Williams Foundation! It’sanemailfromtheDoreneWilliams Foundation!!!!

Grace flings up the skirt of her bed and groans. ‘Have you seen my volleyball jersey?’

‘Huh?’ I glance up, too terrified to click Open with someone else in the room. I need to be alone for this, whether good news or bad.

‘My jersey,’ she repeats, wrenching open the closet door. ‘Have you seen it?’

‘Nope.’ I pray she can’t hear my heart hammering. ‘Laundry?’

‘No, I thought I forgot it in my bag from last week, but now I can’t find it.’ She scrutinises herself in the mirror and scrapes her long brown hair into a high ponytail. ‘Coach is going to kill me if I don’t leave soon and make it to the game on time.’

‘Here, let me.’ I lay my nerves down with my phone, bounce up on my knees, and tug her arm away, forcing her hair to tumble behind her shoulders.

‘You’re a lifesaver.’ She assumes her usual position on the floor, and I drape my legs on either side of her shoulders, then swiftly pull a brush through her hair. We’ve had the same routine since I was seven. Grace was crying while Mom tried unsuccessfully to drag a brush through her snarls. I took over while Grace still had hair left to detangle. Under my touch, my older sister’s sniffles turned to smiles.

Sixty seconds later, an inside-out braid climbs down Grace’s back without a single bump or stray. And I’ve only had to suppress the urge to vomit from nerves approximately twelve times in the same span.

She stands and resumes her search, digging through drawers and then tossing aside her bedspread. ‘That writing foundation announces their scholarship selections today, right? Have you heard anything?’

‘Oh, umm, I haven’t thought to check,’ I lie. Grace and I share a room, a bathroom, and even some of our wardrobe, but I don’t want to share this. I have this feeling, a kernel of hope, that all my hard work has paid off and the email waiting for me on my phone right now will be the news I’ve been longing for.

But there’s a hazy cloud of doubt too, enough to stop me from being honest.

‘If you put yourself on the page, I’m sure they’ll love you,’ she says.

I try to smile instead of cringe. Easy for her to say. Everyone loves Grace when they meet her. There’s a reason she has plans with twenty different friends this weekend, and I’m still waiting to hear from my one.

Mom’s voice echoes from downstairs. ‘Maddy! I mean, GRACE! Whoever you are!’

Grace rolls her eyes. Whenever Mom is stressed, she calls the wrong name, which causes more stress, and the cycle continues endlessly.

Mom pops into the doorway and tosses a blue shirt with gold numbers in Grace’s face. ‘We have to be at the gym in twenty minutes. Let’s go!’

Grace yanks the jersey over her head, ignoring my warning to not mess up her hair. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘Dryer. Your dad washed it last night. Thank him later. Shoes, now!’

Grace sprints out of our bedroom door. ‘Good luck,’ I call.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to come?’ Mom asks.

‘Yeah. Homework,’ I say by way of explanation and point to the notebook next to me in bed. My phone still sits, face-down, right beside me, moments away from a swipe and a click to open.

Having the finances to go to Trin U will mean moving away from home, creating a new version of myself, one based on who I want to be and not who others think I’ve been since middle school. I’ll be my own person with my own accomplishments, no longer the quiet one next to Grace; effortless, extrovert. My hard work will shine in my grades, not dulled next to the pluses beside all of her As. I won’t be the sister of that volleyball player.

‘Mom!’ Grace yells from somewhere downstairs. ‘Let’s go!’ A door slams, signalling my sister’s gone outside.

‘Don’t forget to let the dog out.’

‘I won’t,’ I call as Mom leaves. I wait for the door downstairs to shut a final time.

Alone. Finally. I snatch my phone faster than a dropped Oreo from the floor. There it is, in bold letters in my inbox: Dorene Williams Foundation. It’s here! It’s actually here! It’s here, here, here!

Madelyn Stoll,

Thank you for submitting your application to the Dorene Williams Foundation for this year’s scholarship. We regret to inform you the scholarship has been awarded to another poet—

I don’t need to finish. I know the rest.

The phone slips into my lap.

I’m not sure how long I sit here, but eventually Fizzy plods into the room and rests her shaggy brown head on my lap. I scratch behind her ears, and she gazes up at me like she knows my heart is broken.

‘You’re right,’ I tell her. ‘I shouldn’t let this bother me.’ But it does. I give her ears a double-scratch before picking up my notebook and pen. Whether the poetry committee recognises it or not, writing is the one way I can put my true self out into the world. ‘I’ll make a list of all the reasons this scholarship doesn’t matter.’

Fizzy jumps on to my bed and curls up at the end while I write. When I finish, I read the list aloud to Fizzy.

– Some other writer is really freaking happy right now.

– Senior Sabbatical still starts Monday.

– The community college is an option even without the scholarship.

– I didn’t really want the stupid scholarship anyway.

– Dorene Williams’s grandson is probably a sad, bitter man with zits on his back.

Fizzy opens her eyes for a moment before closing them again. ‘What?’ I ask. ‘That last one is completely valid.’ I reread the first item on my list, willing myself to find peace in it but failing.

I had a plan for next year. Things were going to be different. I dreamed of being independent, living on campus, writing in my notebooks at some college coffee shop or reading books on a park bench. Friends – plural – would recognise me from a distance and chat with me between classes. It was going to be sunny and quiet and everything I dreamed. But now those pictures of my future are replaced with a void, and the tears prick at my eyes.

‘Nope. We’re not doing that.’ I wipe my cheeks. The scholarship was a long shot anyway. I shouldn’t have let myself dream it was a possibility.

I pop another pepper in my mouth and chew thoughtfully. Packing is a good distraction. Tomorrow is still wide-open to prepare for the trip, but I pull my duffel bag from the closet anyway.

Grace has a packing list stuck to the bulletin board above her dresser, along with her 4.0 report card, which she got despite never needing to study. Next to it hangs the official brochure advertising Senior Sabbatical as a chance to bond as a class, build teamwork skills, and make new discoveries about ourselves. Of course, they don’t mention the few hundred dollars it costs until we come home with the permission slip. My science teacher complains about the week-long absences every time a chunk of the class registers for the next trip, but the school remains adamant: Forest Lane Academy established this tradition over fifty years ago, and they’re not about to end it now.

We get to miss the whole week of school. Four nights, five days at Shady Oaks Lodge. I count out a pair of underwear for each day and throw them in. Actually, better bring an extra just in case.

I’m not sure exactly what to expect. People say everything changes after Sabbatical. They can’t tell us how, of course, thanks to some sacred commitment to keep the events a secret. You’re only allowed to discuss Sabbatical with those who already attended Sabbatical. What happens at Shady Oaks stays at Shady Oaks.

Or at least that’s the excuse Erica’s been citing since October, when she went. The senior class is too big to stay all at once, so we have to go in groups of thirty. Erica and I were supposed to sign up for the first one together, but Grace had senior night at a volleyball game that week, so that wasn’t an option. Even if Mom hadn’t made me, I would have gone with the family, walking her on to the court with posters and flowers. I’m sure Grace would come for me if I was ever recognised.

Erica didn’t want to wait until the last trip of the year to go with me. I would’ve waited for her, but I can’t expect her to do the same. That’s not who Erica is. She’s impulsive and random and funny, extrovert in all the ways I’m an introvert.

It’s been the two of us since freshman year. Maddy and Erica … or we were until Erica returned from the trip.

I grab my phone to ask her what else to bring for Sabbatical, and the rejection email glows up at my face again. Swipe – into the trash it goes. Close the inbox. Push all thoughts of it aside. I am not touching that little M icon for days, no matter how many notifications come through. When I open my chat with Erica, there’s already a message waiting for me.

I can’t tonight. I’m going to the music festival.

Knew it. Her confession is a small victory to help wash away the defeat of the scholarship. With who? I ask, forcing her to type my name. The ellipsis appears and disappears a few times. Would the green top be better tonight, or Grace’s blue one?

But when I check my phone again, it’s not my name lighting up the screen. It’s Zoey’s.

Zoey. Erica’s room-mate from Sabbatical. The girl who’s turned our duo into a trio since they made a mysterious, incredible bond over some activity they can’t even talk about. I’ve been telling myself all year that Erica’s still my best friend. Things haven’t truly changed. She’s been busy, not forgetting me. She hasn’t been pulling away. I’ve been too sensitive.

You can come too if you want.

The follow-up text punches me in the gut. It’s not an invitation. It’s a confirmation she’s had this planned with Zoey all week. Or longer. My stomach hollows like someone’s scooped it out and scraped the insides. Zoey’s not the third wheel. I am.

I push a pair of sweatpants into my bag more forcefully than they deserve. If I got that scholarship, I could go to school for writing. I could start over with new friends and new people, be seen and have my voice heard.

But I didn’t, so none of it matters anyway. I rip some shorts and leggings from my drawer and throw them on to the bed next to the dog. Fizzy hops off and paces next to me. Erica should’ve told me. She obviously felt like she had to hide it, which only proves we’re not as close as we were before.

Focus on something else.

Sabbatical.

Packing.

Right.

I grab plenty of socks and shove them into my bag, along with my emotions. Push them down and zip them up tight. If I let Erica know it bothers me, there’s a chance I’ll discover something worse: she doesn’t care if I’m hurt or not.

It’s safer to pretend than take that risk.

I just remembered I have to babysit tonight. Have fun though.

She’ll probably detect the lie, but I can’t worry about that.

On Monday I leave for my own Sabbatical. I’ll have my own room-mate and my own secrets. I grab a lime-green pen from the cup on Grace’s dresser and remove the calendar from the wall. Five days of no classes. No scholarship deadlines or results. No Erica and Zoey walking half a step ahead of me in the halls. I draw little stars around all five days.

When I check my phone again, I don’t even open Erica’s response, but there’s another text from Grace.

Games are running late. Mom says to put a pizza in the oven for dinner. Did the poetry scholarship make their announcement yet?

I start typing the truth, but it’s too painful to put my failure into words. I press the backspace key until the box is empty, with the cursor blinking once again. 

Results come next week. Read the date wrong.

Ugh. I hope the waiting doesn’t ruin the trip.

I toss my duffel bag on the floor and flop on to my bed. I’ve already hit rock bottom and dug a little hole to hide in. Nothing could ruin this trip.



 

 

Lots of things – a set 

of car keys at the 

beach, a pair of glasses 

on top of your head, 

your GPA after a 

chem test, respect for 

your role models, a 

friendship with too 

many secrets, a shoe in 

a messy closet, the one

great toy from your childhood, a coin sliding under the

passenger seat, your confidence after a rejection, a remote 

between the couch cushions, the person you love most in

the world, your sanity, your grip on reality – can all be L ost
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‘Home sweet home.’ Mom releases a tired sigh as we pull into the driveway the next day. The five hours after Detective Howard left my room passed quicker than any in my life. The first forty-eight hours came and went without any sign of Maddy. The K-9 unit picked up a scent outside the lodge where we stayed, but lost it at the edge of the woods. The drones dispatched around the mountain haven’t delivered any new information, either. Now it’s been over sixty hours since anyone remembers seeing Maddy.

Maybe I saw her more recently than that, but unless my memories come back, it doesn’t matter.

Detective Howard said the police canvassed the area around the lodge and asked for residents near where I was found to review doorbell and other security camera footage for anything suspicious. Nothing helpful has been reported yet.

I need a list of everyone who was on the trip. Maybe looking at all the names will trigger … something, anything. Since the police still have my phone, I can’t even look online or contact anyone for information myself.

Not yet, at least.

Detective Howard mentioned Mr Gutter was the one who found me. If I can get in touch with him, ask him what he knows, maybe …

It feels dangerous to finish that sentence, to hope.

Mom’s gaze hangs on me. I ignore the worry lines on her face and direct my attention to the chipped paint of the garage door, which is slowly rising. Dark bedroom windows loom above us with the blinds drawn. There are tulips in the front berms, but the leaves are yellowed, the petals faded and falling off. So much has changed in the last week.

‘Dad’s not home yet.’ Her voice is tight, like a tripwire set to trigger an explosion if nudged. ‘He said he’d be back by now. Here,’ she says, the frustration lifting from her eyes. ‘Let me grab your bag.’

I expect the house to be different somehow, but the fridge is where it’s always been, covered in free magnets and reminders of bills. The counter’s still pristine, wiped clean by Mom, I’m sure. The floor is still scratched around the kitchen table from us ignoring Dad’s repeated warnings to lift the chairs, not slide them. Fizzy still bounds to greet me at the door.

‘Hey, girl!’ I drop to my knees and scrunch my finger in the goldendoodle’s fur as she covers me with kisses. Her whole back end shakes when she wags her tail and jumps on me. She knows exactly what I need to feel at home again.

Fizzy, too excited to stop wiggling for me to pet her, rushes to reach Mom, then runs to the door like she’s waiting for someone else to walk through it. Like she’s waiting for Maddy.

‘Come here, girl,’ I call, patting my knees so I don’t crumble.

She whines and sits by the door.

‘It’s okay, Fizzy. I’m here,’ I assure her. Still, she whines. I squeeze her in a hug. ‘I don’t know when she’s coming back,’ I whisper so only she can hear. ‘But I have to believe she is.’

‘You feeling okay?’ Mom asks.

I stop petting Fizzy and stare at the door, wincing and dismissing her concern with a wave. ‘Just a little headache.’

‘Dr Thelsman said that’s to be expected.’ She mentions it as if I wasn’t in the same room during the discharge notes. Dr Thelsman released me in the morning when my final lab results came back indicating no lasting physical damage. If only the doctor had the same confidence about my memories.

‘Why don’t you lie down until lunch is ready?’ Mom pulls open the fridge where, in true Midwest fashion, it appears every neighbour in a mile radius has dropped off a meal.

I politely ignore the tears that unexpectedly spring to her eyes. This might be our life now: crying when we don’t want to and pretending no one else can see it.

‘Do you know how long they’re going to keep my phone?’ I don’t need to explain who they are. The investigation, Maddy, the police: they’re all constantly swirling overhead, invisible context in every conversation. It seems pointless for the police to search a phone that was confiscated as soon as we arrived, but I’m not going to question it if they think it could help find Maddy sooner.

‘They didn’t say.’

A small vase of yellow flowers sits on the counter. The card tells me they’re from Erica’s family and they’re praying for us. If only the gesture from Maddy’s best friend brought comfort instead of a hollow twang of emptiness.

‘I was thinking of trying to get in touch with a few people. Dr Thelsman said it’s important for me to have support. Talking to some friends might help me take my mind off everything.’

I leave out the part about using my phone to find my own information about the investigation. She’s trying so hard to make sure I don’t worry.

‘We could get you one from Walmart.’ Her face shifts, like she’s found the task she’s been looking for, one to cling to that might distract her from agonising over Maddy. ‘Something cheap to call and text. Or, hold on.’ She disappears into her room and comes back a few minutes later holding a pink Android I haven’t seen in four years. ‘It’ll be an old number, but we could bring this to a store and get it reconnected to our plan.’

Our phone from junior high. I say ‘our’ because Maddy and I had to share for two years, and we hated it. My parents said they wanted us to learn limits while being entrusted with the new responsibility, but we both knew it was because the cost of two new phones and two more numbers on their monthly plan was too much. They only bought us separate ones in high school. Even with the scholarships we earned for Forest Lane Academy, the tuition was so high Mom and Dad had to downsize. We said we’d rather share a room, so we moved into this smaller house with one bedroom but got two new cell phones.

Mom checks the clock. ‘I’m going to give your dad a call and see where he is.’

As I grab my bag, Fizzy seems to instinctively know where I’m headed and races up the stairs ahead of me. She reaches the top and waits, panting, but I can’t force myself to climb any faster. I picture our bedroom – the unmade beds on either side of the big window, the TV above the dresser, clothes littering the floor. I imagine my pictures from middle school tucked into the frames on our dresser and old volleyball ribbons stuck to the bulletin board, faded from years in the sun. Every little detail of our room should bring me comfort.

But when I walk through that door, Maddy will still be missing.

As much as that fact anchors my feet to the ground, another piece of me hopes there will be enough of her – her notebooks, her Chucks, her books, her – in the room that I’ll get to imagine, even for a little while, that she’s not truly gone at all. If I don’t push the thoughts aside, I may never move again, so I raise my chin and climb the fourteen steps to our room.

Opening the door makes me want to cry. Of course I was naive to imagine our room before the accident. Of course Mom zipped in and did all the laundry and made the beds and stacked the books as soon as we left for the week. Of course it wouldn’t be the same as before.

I flop on to the bed. The pieces of Maddy in the room – her fantasy books on the shelf, her unscented lotion on the dresser, her pictures in frames – scream that she’s not here. I wish I was the one missing and she could be left to laugh at Fizzy. She could be the one to stand tall under Mom’s concern or catch Dad staring vacantly into space. She could be the one to walk into the shell of a room with no life in it at all.

A tear slips down my face, running over the scratch on my cheek. I keep going over all the possibilities in my head, always starting with the most innocent – the story I can’t stop clinging to: Maddy and I might have gone for a hike and gotten lost. I finger a particularly nasty bruise still visible on my shin and wince at the sudden pain. I might have gotten it while hiking, maybe from falling. Maybe I hit my head first, and Maddy went for help but got lost along the way.

But then, where is she?

As much as I want to believe this is all some terrible accident, a mistake, part of me knows that’s only wishful thinking rooted in denial, not logic. The police, the questioning, the news – everyone on the outside peering in knows to search for something sinister, something I don’t even want to consider. They know these things happen all the time. I know it too, but not … not to my sister.

My friends will know why I left that night. I need to talk to Nicole.

I check the phone Mom gave me earlier, and it says fully charged, but from what I remember, it will drop to 80 per cent in mere minutes. This phone’s battery has always been awful, and it was one of the reasons Maddy and I fought so much about it.

I did charge it like I promised. Maddy’s middle-school voice rings in my head. I squeeze the phone in both hands. I don’t care if she yells or screams or shouts. I would do anything to hear her again …

The lock screen shows a picture of us cheek to cheek, our teeth covered in braces and hair parted on the side. I try not to cringe too hard, remembering how great we thought the picture was. The nostalgia is intense. So many of the apps are games I haven’t played in years. While I remember a couple of my friends – Nicole and Caleb – who went on the trip with us, this phone doesn’t have their numbers.

I sprawl on my bed, connect to the Wi-Fi, and swipe through the apps, but the only social media app Mom and Dad let us download in junior high is basically obsolete, and I’m not sure anyone would still have it on their phones or even check it. It only takes a few seconds to download the apps everyone uses now, but after I type my name in the log-in screen, my fingers freeze.

All the apps are installed on my phone, so I never need a password, and – even worse – the phone number attached to the account is for the phone the police have. Email recovery is my only option. I log into my Forest Lane account. Or try to.

Username and password do not match.

I try again. And again. Cursing myself and the school’s requirement to change passwords every ninety days, I close the browser with a growl. With no other options, I scroll through the apps to the mail icon. The inbox opens to the account Maddy and I shared as tweens: StollSisters4eva@mail.com.

The five-digit count of unread spam messages practically gives me hives, but even that thought is wiped away when I realise I don’t know any of my friends
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