
Chapter Zero

			I think something is wrong.

			Very, very, very wrong.

			But I don’t know what or why or how and the more I try to figure it out and can’t figure it out, the more scared I get. I have never, ever been this scared in my life. The panic tunnels into my guts. It pushes its way under my skin. It holds me frozen in place until it’s all I can do to just…breathe. But I feel like I’m barely doing that.

			I suck in air. Huff it out again.

			In and out.

			In. Out.

			But the breathing hurts, and then the scared is worse because why?

			Why does it hurt?

			Did I relapse?

			Am I…dead?

			No, I’m not dead. If I were dead, I wouldn’t be scared. If I were dead, I wouldn’t feel like I’m hungover. Nausea, headache, groggy, confused. But…I wasn’t drunk. Was I? I scrabble for memories. No, I wasn’t drunk, so I’m not hungover.

			I don’t know what I am. Except for scared. I’m so fucking scared.

			Andy?

			I’m sure I said her name, but when she doesn’t respond, I realize I just thought it. When I open my mouth to try again, my throat closes around the words. I raise my hand to wipe something wet from my face, but that small movement sends a stab of pain tunneling through my torso. I choke out a scream. It’s cut short by the explosion radiating from every nerve ending in my chest. White-hot and burning, it’s a knife twisting into me, digging at my insides.

			The noise that pushes from my throat is less scream, more whimper. I settle into gasping, shuddering breathing. In. Out. The pain slowly eases, and now the overwhelming sensation is pressure, like a football team is kneeling on my chest, digging their knees into my ribs.

			No, I’m definitely not dead.

			But now I’m even more scared. What the fuck is happening?

			After a couple of excruciatingly long moments, my surroundings solidify into something horrifying.

			That wetness I tried to wipe away from my face is warm. It trickles down my cheek, slips over my lips and chin, and continues down my neck. It smells coppery. Fleshy. I lick my lip. Bloody…

			Something’s pinning me. Pinning me…to the car seat? Yes. It’s the passenger seat because it’s Andy’s car. Her brand-new Lexus EV SUV that she’s had less than a month. She’s driving. Was driving.

			We must have had an accident.

			God, I’m going to give her so much shit. How many fucking times have I told her to slow down in the rain? To not tailgate? To not change lanes without thoroughly checking it’s clear? I can almost hear her laughing, teasing, “You’re such a goddamned grandma when you drive.”

			Gurgling, wheezes, and gasps from my left. Where Andy is. I try to look over at her, but I can’t focus. My eyes are gritty, sore, like someone’s thrown a handful of coarse dust into them.

			I try to say something to her, but I still can’t make a sound.

			I try to hear if she’s telling me something, but my ears are ringing, blocked.

			I try to touch her, but my left arm is pinned to my side.

			Now the panic focuses into a single, sharp, claustrophobic sensation. I need to move. But I can’t free myself from whatever’s holding me down. My body just won’t obey. I need to get to Andy. She’s right there. I know she is. I can feel her, deep in my chest where she always is. With enormous, painful effort, I manage to move my left arm and realize there’s something in my hand.

			It’s Andy’s hand.

			I’ve held that hand so many times that I know unquestionably that it’s hers. I squeeze her fingers, instantly calmed by the touch. But not calmed enough.

			Noise fades in, like someone slowly turning the volume up on a movie. I’m trying to pull the sounds out and separate them. Rain on the car roof. An indicator flicking, keeping time like a metronome. People. Talking quiet and loud.

			Breathe in. Breathe out.

			My thighs are wet. So’s my butt. But I’m inside the car where it’s not raining. Embarrassed, I realize I’ve peed myself. Andy’s never going to let me live it down.

			Maybe I’m actually in a dream, one of those nightmares where I need to say something and I can’t and I can’t run or fight or make a call and nothing works the way it’s supposed to.

			A low calm voice from my left rises above everything else, but I can’t hear the actual words. I know the tone is meant to be soothing. But I’m not soothed. I squirm against whatever pins me to the seat, ignoring the pain that sears through my chest. It doesn’t matter. I need to move. I need to get to Andy.

			Why can’t I get to her? I squeeze her hand again, trying to ground myself in her touch. I will not let go of her hand, not even if someone tries to drag me away. She’s not squeezing my hand back. She must have passed out. I blink hard to stop the tears, my lips and chin trembling. If she’s passed out then she’s hurt. I don’t want her to be hurt. I don’t want her to be hurting. She’s only ever passed out once before. She had the flu when we were fifteen and she said she was so scared when she realized what was about to happen. She’s going to be so scared now.

			I flail my right hand over to touch her, twisting as much as I can for more reach. But what I touch is cold, hard, and unyielding. I follow the thing along its length and confusingly find my hand back near my chest. This realization is sharp and scary. The thing stopping me from touching Andy is a haphazard clump of metal poles between us. One of them is bent sideways, pinning me against the seat. Jesus, fucking…how?

			A fresh wave of panic surges through me, and now the pain in my chest is overwhelming. I feel like I can’t breathe at all now and the more I try, the more the air sticks inside my lungs like it’s solid instead of gas. Oh god. I’m going to die. I can’t breathe.

			More voices. Shouting now.

			I manage to suck in enough air to say, “Andy?”

			I said it this time. I know I got it out. Just a croak, but it was out loud. She’ll hear me and she’ll wake up from being passed out and she’ll help me. She’ll make me calm down so I can breathe in a full breath.

			Andy doesn’t answer.

			My panic steadies to constant background noise. Metal screeches, the car moves slightly, a woman’s voice is in my ear, low and soothing. It’s the same voice I heard from my left before, from over with Andy. “Hey, hey, just relax. I’m here with you.” Warm hands on my temples stop me from turning around to look at whoever is in the back seat. They stop me from looking at Andy. I try to turn my head, fighting against this stranger’s hands, but they’re strong.

			The woman’s fingers are sure and steady as they guide my head back to the seat, before something smooth across my forehead replaces the touch of skin. There’s a smell of wet leather and a vague scent of citrusy perfume. It’s both repulsive and comforting, and I don’t know how something can be both, but it is.

			Every breath is agony. I’m sure someone has skewered me through my torso with a burning stake. I try over and over again to ask about Andy. Is she okay, is she still passed out, why isn’t anyone helping her? But I just can’t get the words out. It’s like my throat is closing around the questions.

			“Just relax and stay nice and still for me, okay? You just need to keep still. Emergency services are on their way.”

			I make a sound I hope she takes for agreement. I have to agree because I can’t fucking move my body more than a squirm or wriggle.

			The car shifts again. Now she’s leaning through the open door beside me. If I focus on her eyes, I can breathe a little easier. They’re dark brown, big, warm, kind. They soften slightly at the edges when she says, “I’m Fia.” She enunciates it carefully, the F sharp. “Can you tell me your name?”

			I take an awkward, wheezing breath and push out “Beth” on the exhale.

			Her fingers touch my neck. “Nice to meet you, Beth. Sit tight and we’ll have you out of here soon.”

			I swallow a sour mouthful of saliva. “What about…Andy?” I squeeze her hand again. She’s still here. She would never leave me, and I know now for sure that she passed out after the crash. That’s why she’s not talking to me.

			“The driver?” At my gurgled sound of assent—I can’t nod with my head strapped down—she says, “Someone else is with her now. Just keep looking at me. Can you tell me where it hurts?”

			I shudder. “My…my chest hurts so bad it’s hard to breathe. I think my foot’s stuck.”

			“Do you know what happened? Where you are?”

			I scrunch my eyes closed until I can find the images. “Driving…Home. Truck in front. Was swerving,” I mumble. “Did we hit it?”

			Fia doesn’t answer. Instead, she yanks her leather jacket off and covers me with it. But the heavy, cold rain is still blowing through the open door, spraying me in the face. Sirens drone in the distance.

			Saliva wells in my mouth again. My stomach convulses. I swallow hard, trying to stop the inevitable. But I can’t. I can’t even warn Fia before I throw up my dinner over her jacket and my lap.

			Vomit dribbles from my chin. Fia pulls her long sleeve up over her palm and wipes my mouth and chin. The sour smell of regurgitated white wine and salmon fills my nose. The salmon was ever so slightly overcooked. Andy and I had exchanged looks over the table and silently agreed I wouldn’t send it back. The dinner was for our parents’ anniversary and we wouldn’t spoil it for something trivial, even if I’d paid seventy dollars for badly cooked salmon. And now I’ve just puked it up anyway.

			Fia twists slightly to face away from me. She’s talking to someone outside the car. She’s shaking her head.

			Now the shuddering is uncontrollable. I clench my right fist, keep my left hand tightly gripping Andy’s hand. If I keep holding her hand then everything is going to be all right. I wish she’d wake up.

			Fia turns back to me, and I ask, “What’s happening to Andy? Why aren’t you with her?” My chattering teeth make the words catch and break.

			Fia touches my trembling shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay. You’re okay.”

			But I realize suddenly that I’m not and she didn’t answer me.

			Her fingertips dig in slightly. “Just breathe for me, okay?”

			“No. I—”

			It’s then that I feel it. It’s then that I’m finally able to pin down the hollow feeling I’ve been fighting to focus on. The strange emptiness I haven’t been able to name. The thing I don’t want to name.

			Straining, I turn my eyes as much as I can with my head strapped to the headrest.

			It’s not enough.

			If I squirm really, really hard, I can move my head around in the stupid fucking thing across my forehead that’s trying to keep me from looking at Andy. I can move my head just enough to look at her. The effort makes me gasp. Fia tries to stop me, but I snap at her to get her fucking hands off me.

			I look and I see and as soon as I see, I wish with every single cell in my body that I wasn’t seeing it.

			Andy is silent.

			Andy is covered in blood.

			Andy is looking right at me.

			“Andy?” It’s nothing more than a whisper, so quiet I’m not even sure I said it. I want to scream, but I can’t get in the air I need to scream.

			Andy doesn’t answer. Andy’s not blinking. Andy’s not…she’s not breathing?

			Lights, like blue and red fireworks, flash over her face which is sickly under the streetlights. I reach across my lap to pick up her hand in my right one. I will not let go of her. Now that my left hand is free, I can just reach over to touch her properly. I need to wipe some of the water from her face. Her face is all wet from the rain coming in from her open door and the broken windshield on her side. Her mascara has run.

			I have to contort around the thing between us but finally my fingertips brush her cheek. She’s warm, wet from the rain and…blood. Blood spills down from her hairline, over her temple, her cheek, her jaw, sliding down her neck.

			“Andy?” I try again, but I choke on the word and all I can think is she won’t know that I’m saying her name. She won’t know I’m saying anything.

			My hand falls, landing hard on the two-inch-thick metal tubes protruding from her chest and stomach. Tubes…tubes…scaffolding tubes? Protruding. From Andy’s chest and stomach.

			A dull pain radiates in my hand. But that pain is nothing compared to the deep pain in my soul. I thought that before was the most scared I’ve ever been. Now I know that was nothing. I have never, ever felt fear like this fear right now, looking at this. And I can’t get away from it. I’m stuck.

			I…I…I can’t do anything. I’m completely frozen. What do I do? I need help. Please, I need help. Andy needs help. Why isn’t anyone helping her? I know I’m screaming for someone to help. I can hear it. But it doesn’t sound like me.

			Why isn’t anyone helping her?

			Please. Please someone help her.

			Please.

			Someone has to come help. What about the woman? Fia. I just have to wait. Someone will help if I wait. I’ll wait with Andy. I fumble down with my aching left hand until I’m cradling her limp one between both of mine.

			I will not let go of my sister’s hand.

			It’s the last thing I think before my head starts to spin and I feel myself blacking out.

			




Chapter One

			Andy glanced sideways at me. “Do you think Mom and Dad seemed quiet at dinner?”

			I didn’t really, but it was easier to go along with her in the hopes it’d bring the conversation to a quick close. There was almost nothing I wanted less than to dive deeply into our parents’ moods, especially when I was extra sleepy after eating dessert—rare for me—and the alcohol I’d consumed.

			I smothered a yawn. “Maybe a little?” It hadn’t bothered me because being quiet meant Mom was less likely to nitpick at me. “They’ve had a lot of work these past few months.”

			It took Andy a few moments to answer. “Yeah, that’s probably it.” She didn’t sound convinced.

			I didn’t want to get into a discussion about the fact our parents refused to retire and sell their window fabrication and installation business, the one they started the year after they married in 1989. So I redirected her. “I wish Justin had been able to make it. Remind me to call him when he’s out of decompression.” Our younger brother was a saturation diver, which meant he spent days, sometimes seven or eight at a time, in a decompression chamber at the end of a long stint working in some freakishly terrifying super-deep underwater diving platform.

			She nodded. “When’s he out this time?”

			I reached down for my bag, fumbled for my phone, and brought up the calendar. We weren’t super close with our brother, but he dutifully sent us and our parents his work schedule. Probably so he could ignore us without consequence and blame work. After scrolling through dozens of reminders, I said, “Two days.”

			“Mm. Well. I’m glad he wasn’t there,” Andy declared. I knew exactly what she meant and hmmmed in agreement. Justin changed the family dynamic in a way that wasn’t always comfortable. But, family should be together for important occasions, and by now I was adept enough at navigating my tricky family.

			I checked there were still no messages from our restaurant, Gemini, which made me feel better about leaving our sous chef, Michelle, in charge for one night, and dropped my phone back into my bag. I slumped, sliding down a little in the seat and leaning my head on the headrest as I turned to face Andy. “That salmon…”

			The edge of her mouth twitched. “I know.” She laughed, ending on a little snort the way she always did. “I knew as soon as I saw your face that it was overcooked.”

			“Sauce was great. Flavor was solid. But yeah, overcooked. Just a little, but still…no. Not for seventy bucks. Chef should be ashamed to have sent that out.”

			“Agreed. My duck was great, and both Mom and Dad were gushing about their meals, so…at least they were happy. But I’m sorry it wasn’t what you wanted.”

			“Yeah,” I sighed. Getting what I wanted when eating out was so rare, I’d basically given up. “And we had to endure the weird waitstaff. Never seen twins before, apparently. I’m striking this place from my list.”

			“Valid. We should have spent the night tag-teaming in the bathroom, coming out in different outfits and confusing them with ‘I didn’t order this!’” She snorted again. After a few moments, during which I knew she was thinking about our not-weird staff and the food we created at Gemini, Andy asked, “Do you think we should add more protein to the menu?”

			I sat up again. “Like what? We already have a dedicated vegetarian-protein option, then red meat, seafood, poultry, and one game meat for each seasonal menu.”

			“I know, but…”

			“But you can’t help yourself when you go to other restaurants,” I teased. “You start getting all twitchy about what other people do. Gemini works because we have a small menu and we execute every dish to perfection. If we add more items, we risk losing the quality that makes us us.”

			“Like sending overcooked salmon,” she said dryly.

			“Exactly.”

			“What about a degusta—”

			“No,” I said emphatically. “No degustation. That’s not who we are. For our second restaurant, maybe, I’ll consider it. But Gemini is Gemini. We don’t fuck with the dynamic we’ve set. The dynamic our customers are already in love with. The dynamic that’s going to get us a Michelin Star, or three, and on the New York Times best restaurant list.”

			Andy took both hands off the wheel for a second to throw them up in exasperation. “Fine. You’re the executive chef.”

			In title only. I had little to do with the actual business management, outside of the kitchen necessities. “Yes, I am,” I agreed. “But you know how much I value your input into the food side of things.” I smiled fondly at her. “I couldn’t run Gemini without you. There would be no Gemini without you.”

			“I know,” Andy said sweetly. “Thank my ultra-rich cheating bastard of an ex-husband and his huge divorce settlement.”

			“I do,” I assured her, “every time I look at the business’s bank account.”

			We laughed together. I waited for Andy to open up a rant about her ex, Greg, but it seemed she was clear out of fucks for him and his bullshit today. Andy cleared her throat. “Speaking of my divorce, I was thinking I might start looking at houses soon. We’ve been turning a good profit for over a year now. It’s probably time.” She was almost too cheerful, and it made her declaration feel even worse.

			When she’d left Greg, Andy’d moved right into my place as a stopgap to getting her own place. And she’d never moved out. It was only supposed to be for a few months until she bought a house, but it’d stretched to a little over three years because instead of buying a house, she’d decided she was going to use a massive chunk of her divorce settlement to open Gemini. The least I could do was give her a place to stay until she was ready to buy her own. And it wasn’t like I minded her living with me. I actually kind of loved having her around, aside from the usual sibling bullshit. So her decision made my insides clench unpleasantly.

			“Oh,” I said, as neutrally as I could.

			Andy glanced at me. “You hate it, I know.”

			I hadn’t said anything but of course she knew. I liked my space, but I loved my sister more, and the thought of her leaving felt horrible. “I do hate it. But…” I tried to find a bright spot. “It’ll be nice to have personal space again for the three days a year I sleep with someone.” Three days was generous.

			Andy laughed. “That will be nice. I’m looking forward to that too, but I am not settling for only three days a year. Three days a week, minimum.”

			“Oh? Things with what’s-his-face are going well then?”

			“They are.” She reached over to pat my thigh. “For the record, I hate it too. But I’ve sponged off you for long enough.”

			“You haven’t, but whatever.” I grabbed her hand and squeezed before releasing it so she could put it back on the wheel. “Promise me you won’t go far. I want to be able to walk over for a drink or something to eat on my days off.”

			“We see each other almost every day at the restaurant, and you still want to see me outside of work?” she deadpanned.

			“I want you to feed me so I don’t have to cook,” I clarified.

			“Now who’s sponging?” Andy said dryly. There was a long, silent pause before she quietly added, “You’ll be okay, Bethie. When I move out. And so will I. It’ll suck, but we’ll be okay.”

			“I know.” I stared out the windshield, lulled by the rhythm of the wipers and the glasses of excellent chardonnay that’d balanced the creamy sauce accompanying the overcooked salmon. “Hey, that truck in front is drifting, you might want to back off a little.”

			She sighed heavily, but the teasing was clear when she said, “If you wanted to drive, you shouldn’t have had so much wine.” Despite the gentle rebuke, she eased off the gas.

			I stifled a yawn. “You offered to drive. And if you want to tailgate, that’s your prerogative, but please don’t do it with me in the car.”

			Andy saluted stiffly, the way she always did when she was being a facetious shithead. “Yes, boss.”

			Laughing, I nudged her arm. “You smart-ass.”

			* * *

			You smart-ass.

			That was the last thing I ever said to my twin sister. The last thing I will ever say to her.

			You smart-ass.

			She is a smart-ass, but that’s beside the point.

			No. She was a smart-ass.

			Was. Was. Was.

			The tense feels all wrong in my head but it’s stuck in there now and I don’t know what to do about it.

			What a stupid fucking last thing to say to someone.

			“Yes, boss” is almost as stupid.

			If Andy were here, we’d be laughing about it and trying to come up with something better to say. If she were here, we’d make lists of stupidity, compare them, pick out the winners, laugh until we cried.

			But she’s not here, so I’m left lying in this uncomfortable hospital bed, alone, thinking of all the things I wish I’d said instead of “You smart-ass.”

			“I love you” wouldn’t even make a long list, because there was never any doubt that I loved her and she loved me. We said it constantly and even when we didn’t say it, we just…knew.

			But now, even though I know Andy loved me more than anyone, the same way I did her, I still wish that I’d told her that in the car. Or that she’d told me. I close my eyes and conjure up the sound of her saying “I love you, Bethie.” Her voice, even though I’m only imagining it, makes my throat tighten. My jaw trembles and I blink hard to stop the hot, burning tears welling up. I don’t want to cry here in this cold, antiseptic place. I don’t want to cry without Andy to comfort me.

			Maybe Andy said something to me before I came to. Maybe she said she loves me. I’m suddenly obsessed by the idea that she spoke to me, that she said “I love you,” and “Don’t worry, Bethie,” and “It’s going to be okay,” and a thousand other things that show me she didn’t want to die and leave me here alone. But there’s no way to know and the thought irks me, picking at me like a stupid bird who can’t quite get the worm out of the ground but it just keeps pecking and pecking and fucking pecking.

			One thing I do know is if Andy could have talked, there is no doubt in my mind that she would have said something to me, even though I was passed out for a minute or so. But the more I think about that, the more I know, deep down, that she couldn’t talk. I hope she couldn’t. I hope she was unconscious from the exact moment those pipes—

			I inhale a deep, shuddering breath but it doesn’t help. I can’t get the image out of my head. What if she wasn’t unconscious right away? What if she was conscious and scared and in so much pain? The image of her is seared into my brain cells, and I don’t know how I’m ever going to scrub it out of there.

			The other thing I can’t shake is that empty feeling I first noticed when I came to after the accident. If anything, the feeling is more intense. Despite the emptiness, some stupid part of my brain that hasn’t gotten the memo yet is expecting Andy to turn up with a bunch of flowers and laugh at the mess I’m in.

			But Andy won’t.

			All I want right now is to hear her voice. But instead, I have every other noise imaginable hammering into my skull. I’m not sure how long I’ve been here, but with every passing second I’m reminded that hospitals are never quiet.

			And I hate it.

			I’m craving silence when I can’t recall ever craving silence in my life. I thrive on noise, orderly chaos, and the mastery of disorder. But now? I just want to sit with my thoughts, but I can’t because everything is fucking beeping or talking or clanging or yelling. I lie still, in a not-sleeping, not-really-awake numbness, staring blankly at the wall, while all sorts of thoughts trickle through my head.

			I don’t have much experience with lying in a hospital bed. I hate it as much as when I accidentally overdosed on some mediocre cocaine. No, I hate this time a million times more than that time because Andy isn’t here.

			It was Andy who found me passed out on my bedroom floor, naked, after the woman I’d brought home had left—once she’d helped herself to my drugs that is. It was Andy who slapped me silly until I woke up. It was Andy who kept me awake. It was Andy who called 911. It was Andy who was there when I woke up in the hospital, waking herself from a nap just before I came to. I’d been barely able to think and felt like I’d been steamrolled, and she was right there.

			It was like that with us sometimes—texting at almost the same time, picking up our phones to call at almost the same time, waking up at almost the same time. She’d come by my place not long after I’d OD’ed, because she said she just had a feeling something bad was happening. Just like when I drove to her apartment after a boyfriend hit her the first and only time, because I just knew she was in danger.

			But Andy isn’t here now, waking up at the same time as me.

			She won’t be calling me because she knows something is wrong.

			She won’t be here ever again.

			A fresh sensation breaks through the dull ache of my body and the sharp slice in my soul. Surprised, I examine the dressing stuck to my left forearm. For good measure, I poke at it. It hurts. So I do it again and again, letting that pain override every other pain. I poke so much that a small red splotch appears on the white dressing, and then I poke even more until the small splotch is a large splotch that almost covers the entire surface. And then it doesn’t hurt anymore and I have to think about all the other hurts.

			Closing my eyes just makes it all rush at me so I open them again and stare at the wall.

			Through the dense fog in my brain, I hear an unfamiliar female voice just outside the door of my private room.

			“…stable, nothing that requires further treatment, but we admitted her because she was incredibly combative, hysterical, when she came in. We had to sedate her. We’d like to monitor her for at least a few hours, but…”

			That explains why my thoughts feel so slippery. Those fuckers sedated me. It has to be me, there’s no one else here. I don’t remember that. I don’t remember arriving here. I don’t remember anything except the way Andy’s face looked. Of all the memories I want to scrub from my brain, that one is at the top of the list.

			A familiar voice asks, “What about Andrea?” Dad. When did he get here? They’ve taken my watch. I can’t find my phone. I can’t see a wall clock.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t participate in her treatment,” the stranger, clearly a medical woman, says gently. “You’ll need to speak to the desk for information.”

			“Where is she?” Mom now. She’s crying. Her voice rises as she goes on, “Where is my other daughter? I want to see my other daughter. I want to see her right now.” She barely gets those last few words out.

			Medical woman is patient, gentle. “I honestly don’t know where she is, Mrs. Hollis, but if you’re saying you were told that she was DOA, then it’s likely that she’s in the morgue or on her way there. I’m sorry. Let me find someone who can help you…”

			DOA.

			Dead. On. Arrival.

			I wish I didn’t know what that meant from watching television. And I really wish I wasn’t applying it to Andy. I can feel my heart beating, in my chest, my throat. It thuds heavily, like it’s taunting me. My heart’s beating. Andy’s isn’t.

			I’m trying to grab thoughts, trying to release thoughts, but it’s like I have no control over myself. DOA. DOA. Dead on arrival. Dead. Dead. Andy dead. Andy dead on arrival. My body and brain are doing whatever they want and I’m just…stuck here with it.

			After what feels like a few minutes, Dad comes into the room. I’d recognize my dad’s gait anywhere—he’s always had a slight limp, ruined his knees playing sports and working construction and refuses to do anything about it.

			Dad smooths hair from my face, his voice barely audible when he asks, “How’re you feeling, sweetie?”

			I have to answer. I can’t be totally honest, because if I’m totally honest I’m going to explode. So I say, “Kind of groggy.” The pain in my chest that had been so intensely overwhelming is now completely absent. And now I’m wondering if I’d just imagined it all. “What time is it? Can I go home soon?”

			“I think so, once the doctor comes by to talk to you. Should be here soon. She’s just checking something.” He glances at his wristwatch. “And it’s a little after one a.m.”

			“Where’s Mom?”

			“She’s gone to talk to someone about Andr—” He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing irregularly as he tries again. “About Andrea.” After an eternal pause, he clears his throat and says, “Elizabeth…”

			And that’s all he manages. Thankfully. I can’t stand the thought of hearing him say it, but I shut him down in case he manages to summon some fortitude to speak words I don’t want to hear anyone speak.

			“You don’t need to say it, Dad.” I pull my knees up to my chest. “I already know.” I’m surprised at how calm I sound, almost detached, when inside is a storm of emotions whipping themselves into a frenzy. But if I let the storm erupt, then I’ll have to deal with my parents’ reactions and I can’t do that right now.

			His forehead wrinkles, face crumpling. He looks…ugly, strangely so, as if his grief is sinister. “Did someone tell you?”

			Childishly, I’m annoyed at him for being upset. He’s my dad. He’s supposed to make everything okay. He’s supposed to be strong so I don’t have to be. He’s supposed to protect me. But now it feels like I have to protect him.

			“No,” I say flatly. “I was there, remember?” I turn over, facing away from him. I don’t want to look at his face. I don’t know how to explain it. Even if I wasn’t there, even if nobody told me, I’d know.

			I can’t tell him I feel the lack of Andy in the world the same way I can feel my fingers. It’s not a conscious thing; I just know they’re there. It’s the same now that Andy is gone, like part of me is physically missing. Every thought and action confirms it. Something is wrong. The world is out of balance now.

			“Okay,” he says quietly. I hear him blow his nose with his ever-present handkerchief. I wish I could say something to comfort him, but my mind is completely blank of all comfort. “So…how’re you feeling?” Dad asks again, even though I answered him before.

			Thankfully that same woman I heard before interrupts. I roll over at her, “Ms. Hollis?”

			She smiles kindly, but underneath the smile is a harried, rushed air like she’s desperate to tick me off so she can move on to whoever she has to see next. “Good news—” Her eyes stray to my arm, widening slightly. “Oh. Let me call a nurse.” She checks the dressing, apparently satisfied that it’s not gushing blood and in need of urgent attention, and presses a button on the wall.

			She talks, rattling off everything they’ve treated, but I can’t take it in. Cuts, bruises, scrapes, sutures. Who cares.

			“What about my chest?” I ask. “Did I break my ribs?”

			“No. A little bruising from the seat belt. That’s all.”

			“But—” I clamp my lips together.

			I think I know why my chest hurt so bad. Our parents have always scoffed when one of us would cry about our sister hurting herself, even though we weren’t actually hurt ourself. They’d acquiesced that sometimes Andy and I seemed to know if the other twin was in pain, but they drew the line at believing in actual shared physical pain. Andy and I didn’t need them to believe it. I think maybe my body is reacting physically to what happened to Andy. Or…I’ve gone fucking insane.

			The doctor raises an eyebrow. “But?”

			I shake my head. “Never mind.”

			“Okay then. I’ll start your discharge paperwork and a nurse will be by soon to check your arm. Do you need something for anxiety? Something to help you sleep?”

			I shake my head again.

			When I’m finally released—after they repair their repair on my arm—Mom is already in the car, sitting in the back seat like a specter. Dad opens the passenger door for me.

			“Hi, Mom,” I murmur once I’ve settled painfully into the seat. What else can I say?

			Her response is unintelligible and I don’t care enough at the moment to ask her to repeat herself.

			“Has someone fed Monkey his second dinner?” I ask Dad once I’ve carefully buckled myself in. My whole body is a tight, tense ball, so many things contributing to the feeling that I don’t even know where to start. I’d have thought I’d be scared to get in a car again, but I’m not.

			“No. We came straight here.”

			I don’t know why it makes me so angry, but it does. The cat isn’t going to die because he didn’t get his second dinner portion, the one Andy gives him right before bed so he doesn’t wake her in the middle of the night for food, the one my parents wouldn’t even know about. But Monkey is Andy’s cat and I feel like if I lose him, if I don’t keep him happy, then I might lose the tenuous grip I have on my sanity. Instead of screaming at my parents, which isn’t helpful or productive, I make myself focus on how much I hurt.

			Dad drives home like a senior citizen. I don’t need to ask why.

			The howling of Andy’s Siamese reaches fever pitch when I open the door, and Monkey bolts toward me, screaming about his nonexistent extra food. We never had pets growing up, and as soon as she moved out, Andy started her journey as a cat mom. When she left her husband and moved out of that stupidly large house and into mine, of course she brought Monkey with her. He’s a cool cat, and we get along just fine, but he’s always been Andy’s cat. I guess now he’s my cat.

			As soon as he’s wolfed down his ridiculously expensive portion of pungent organic wet food, Monkey bolts off to use his litter tray and then saunters into the living room, probably to have a bath then settle in one of his many cat beds until it’s time to go to bed with Andy. He’s going to be pretty fucking disappointed tonight. And for the rest of his life.

			If I focus on the fact the cat is doing what he normally does—and I know what he normally does because Andy regales me with tales of Monkey’s routine if I don’t witness it—then maybe I won’t feel quite so much like I’m breaking apart.

			I feel like I should offer something to my parents, but I’m not exactly sure what you offer your parents at a time like this. Coffee or tea or something stronger feels pointless, and the thought of the three of us sitting around at almost three thirty in the morning silently sipping a drink or, even worse, talking about what happened makes me think I might hurl.

			Mom sets a large paper hospital bag on the kitchen counter. “Do you need us to stay here with you, Elizabeth?”

			I can tell she’s conflicted—she feels like she should stay, but she also cannot wait to get away from me so she can break down. My mother has never had a meltdown in front of her children, and I can count the number of times I’ve seen her cry—including now—on one hand and excluding a few fingers. I would have thought now would be an acceptable time to have a meltdown in front of me, but it seems she disagrees.

			I’m so grateful that I don’t have to pretend to want her there that my “No” comes out too quickly. After a beat, I add, “Thank you.”

			I don’t know if they actually want to stay or if they just think I need someone with me. If they insist, I’m going to lose my shit. I feel like I’m vibrating faster and faster with every passing second, like I’m going to fracture and come apart at any moment.

			“I’m fine, Mom,” I insist, though it’s the biggest lie I’ve ever told. I want them to go so I can take a shower and crawl into Andy’s bed and stop trying to hold myself together. But I don’t know what it’ll be like without Andy there with me, and I’m terrified of how it’s going to feel. “I’ll call if I need you.”

			She nods slowly, drawing her shoulders back. “We’ll come by in the morning. We need to”—she chokes down a sob—“talk about what happened, think about arrangements.”

			I already know exactly what Andy wants, what arrangements I’ll make. Except for Gemini. I have no fucking idea what I’m going to do about that. It takes me a few moments before I realize I haven’t said anything. “Did you call Justin?”

			Mom nods. “Yes. We left a message with his supervisor. I…expect him to call back any moment.”

			“Okay.”

			“We’ll have to wait until he’s out of decompression before arranging anything, but he can tell me when that is when he calls.”

			Dad’s silent, letting Mom ramble on about things that don’t matter. I don’t bother interjecting that I know Justin’s out of post-diving decompression in a few days, because then I’ll have to think about having that conversation about our brother with Andy, just hours ago.

			My brother will get here as soon as possible, and then we will have a funeral service for my sister. It’s as simple as that.

			“Okay,” I repeat, looking between my parents. Only one of them looks back.

			How upset is the right amount of upset for parents who’ve just lost a child? I feel like they should be more upset, based on how nonfunctional I feel, but I also know them well enough to know just how tightly my mother and father hold on to their emotions. They probably think they’re being strong for me or something. Or maybe they’re just utterly fucking unable to process what’s happening.

			I wish I was unable to process it.

			Mom lets out a long sigh. “Well…if you’re sure you’re okay and you don’t need us, then we might go. We’ll come back in the morning,” she says again.

			It is the morning, but I don’t say anything.

			Our goodbye hugs are prolonged, and a hysterical thought wells up inside me, threatening to make me burst into giggles or tears—I’m not sure which. All I can think is that they’re hugging their only daughter now. With a final promise that I really will be okay and that I will absolutely call them no matter the time if I need anything, anything at all, they finally leave.

			My body aches in a way I’ve never felt before, not even after the worst work shifts of my life. It would be so easy to just slump to the floor by the door and lie there until I can find the energy to go upstairs, take a shower, and go to bed. But I’m too old for sleeping passed out on a floor, so I double-check the deadbolt and trudge into the kitchen to make myself a cup of tea.

			Andy’s coffee mug is still upended in the dish drainer from this morning. She leaves it there every day instead of putting it away, because she always uses the exact same mug, every single day. I should put it away, for the first time since she moved in. But I just can’t make myself do it.

			Sometime today, before we went out for dinner, she added soy milk to the shopping list on the whiteboard. I pull out my phone and add the item to my shopping app, then move to erase the words because she doesn’t need soy milk now. But I just can’t make myself do it.

			The soothing cup of tea that seemed so appealing only a minute ago now seems like the worst idea in the world. I lift the kettle from its cradle to interrupt the boiling, turn out the lights, and go upstairs to shower. A shower is always a good idea. Even if I have to sit on the floor, I’m going to take a shower. I’m going to wash myself until my skin feels raw and all traces of the accident are gone. From the outside of me at least.

			I can’t remember what they told me at the hospital about showering. In the end I decide the fresh plastic dressing on my arm and whatever they smeared over the stitches in my eyebrow are waterproof enough, and if they aren’t then so fucking what.

			The water in my master bathroom has always heated at supersonic speed. I let it scald me for a second or two before adjusting the temperature to more tolerably hot so I can scrub and scrub and scrub until my skin is red. I wash my hair three times, scrubbing my short nails into my scalp.

			And then I just stand there until the water starts to get cold. I can’t stand even lukewarm showers and it’s the only thing that’d pull me out of the shower right now. I dry myself perfunctorily, careful not to rub too hard at the places that hurt. I’m going to have a scar on my arm and probably through my eyebrow too. Something else that would have made it easier for people to tell me and Andy apart.

			And it doesn’t even fucking matter now.

			I’ve never suffered any sort of weirdness about being an identical almost-nobody-can-tell-us-apart-without-really-looking-closely twin. I’m me and Andy is Andy and that’s that. But now? Now all I can think about is that there’s nobody else in the world who looks like me now. It’s the first time ever, and for some reason, in this moment, I hate that one thought more than other thoughts I have, and hate, right now.

			I glance at my face in the mirror and immediately wish I hadn’t. It causes a swift rush of panic that makes me think I might vomit, even though there’s nothing in my stomach. I rush out of the bathroom without brushing my teeth or taking care of my do-this-most-nights-when-I-can-be-bothered facial routine. My legs are still wet, the rest of me kind of damp from the half-assed drying. I can’t make myself care.

			Safely away from mirrors, I pull on pajamas, the fabric sticking to me like a clingy child. It’s so fucking uncomfortable but instead of bringing me some sort of relief that something other than that is uncomfortable, I feel like I want to claw my skin off. Andy would be laughing, rolling her eyes, sighing at me being impatient and now look at the consequences, Bethie.

			I know it’s ridiculous, but it really feels like Andy is going to come home any moment, apologizing that she didn’t call to let me know she’d be home late and her date was amazing and can she tell me about it? If I didn’t have this emptiness hollowing me out inside, I could believe it.

			I’m suddenly filled with a surge of restlessness so strong I have to move. I leave my room, intending to go back downstairs to get Monkey and bring him up to sleep with me, even though I know he’ll arrive in the middle of the night seeking a human’s heat. But as soon as I step out into the hallway, my body freezes.

			The room next to mine is Andy’s yoga space, and the room next to that, the one that has another smaller bathroom attached, is hers. I pull the door to her yoga room closed, then push it open again so there’s a gap of a few inches. Andy hates it when I close doors all the way, complaining that it makes the space smell weird or something and that Monkey can’t get in. I hate it when she leaves them open, usually complaining about heating or cooling efficiency. Some days it feels like we’re playing a door-open-door-closed battle that we’re both too stubborn to give up. Maybe I’ll play door-open-door-closed with myself now, just so it feels like she’s here.

			Her bedroom door is also flung wide open. I catch the exasperated thought before it completes and shove it aside. How can I be exasperated with her now? I stand in the doorway and reach to pull the door closed. Mostly closed. But again, my body just…freezes. I can’t make myself close the door.

			It’s just a room. It’s not my sister. It’s just a fucking space. But it’s Andy’s space. I flip the light on, glancing slowly around. All the furniture in here is a matched set, some expensive European brand with a name like Mirksmarnt or Blicksirt. The wood complements the walls that she repainted when she moved in. Andy’s bedcover is a blue-and-green tartan-ish pattern with threads of yellow-gold through it. And it’s, unsurprisingly, completely covered in clothes.

			I lean over the neatly made bed to pick up a discarded blouse from a pile of discarded clothing. She’d been fucking around, dallying about what to wear to dinner. Eventually I’d lost my temper because we were on the verge of being late, and if there’s one thing that presses my anxiety buttons, it’s making a restaurant wait even a minute past my reservation time.

			I hold the blouse to my nose, hoping for a faint trace of Andy’s scent—the mix of soap, shampoo, perfume, and lotion that is uniquely my sister’s. Nothing. It smells like laundry detergent. I try a few other pieces until I find one that smells a little like her. She often wears clothes for a second day if they aren’t dirty or she hasn’t sweated in them. Another way we’re different. Except for outerwear like coats or jackets, I won’t wear anything more than once between laundering.

			I keep my face pressed into the garment and with my free hand gather up the other clothes and bundle them at the end of the bed. The cover refuses to yield when I tug on it, tucked with an almost military precision, so unlike my own usually unmade bed. I’ve never seen the need for making beds, tucking in sheets and duvets. Pulling everything back up and yanking them smooth-ish is enough for me. When I come home exhausted at midnight or later, I don’t want to fuck around with unmaking a bed so I can get in it. I just want to shower and get to sleep as soon as possible.

			Finally everything comes free and I climb under the covers into Andy’s thousand-thread-count sheets. I curl into a tight ball, the blouse held against my face, and breathe in as deeply as I can. My chest is so tight that it hurts. But I make myself do it again, and again. My nose stings. My throat aches painfully. My eyes feel like they’re pulsating. Everything is primed for crying.

			But there’s nothing.

			I want a fucking waterfall of tears. I want them to pour out of me and leave me hollow and dried out and dead. But all I get is a reluctant trickle. There are so many things I can’t do right, and this is just one more thing.

			I can’t even cry for Andy.

			




Chapter Ten

			“I think you can do better,” Andy said around a sniff.

			I handed her the box of tissues she’d left just out of reach on her bedside table. She always did that with stuff, always had, like somehow I’d gotten all the genes for judging distance. “I’m sixteen. Of course I can do better. Later. Right now, I’m supposed to be young and dumb and kissing as many girls as’ll let me kiss them.” And Hannah had let me, then asked for more than just kissing…

			“I guess.” Andy blew her nose and dropped the snotty tissues into the wastepaper bin I held out for her.

			“You feeling any better?” I asked. I’d been feeling a little off since she first got her cold. Not like “I’m getting a cold too” off, but just…wrong, the way I always did when Andy was sick. Empathy was weird.

			Andy shrugged. “Yeah, a little. Like I told Mom, it’s just a cold. I’ll go back to school Monday now that I’ve passed the gross contagious stage.”

			“Good. Mr. Young asked me why I’d skipped his math class this morning. Um, because I’m not in your class, dude. They just don’t know what to do when we’re not both there and they can’t see us side by side.”

			“They don’t know what to do when we are both there.” She laughed, cutting herself off with a cough.

			“True,” I agreed. I patted her hip. “Scootch over.”

			She shuffled over, lifting the covers for me to get in. I grabbed a couple of the excess pillows Andy always had and propped my back up against them. The moment I was still, she lay down again and snuggled into me. She rested her head on my stomach, one hand wedged between us grabbing my sweater and her free arm wrapped around my waist.

			“Have you eaten today?” I asked. “Kept yourself hydrated? Taken some stuff for what ails you?”

			“Yes and yes and yes.”

			“Good.”

			“I still can’t believe you haven’t got this cold yet.”

			“Give it time. I’ll probably get it over the weekend, and then Mom’ll make me stay home, and one of my teachers is gonna ask you why you-me didn’t come to their class,” I said dryly.

			She grinned. “I might just say ‘because I hate you and you’re a crappy teacher.’”

			“Great, thanks. I can’t wait for that fallout.”

			“If they’re too dumb to tell us apart, then they deserve it.”

			“But it’s me who’s going to get in the shit for it,” I whined.

			“Chill, Bethie. As if I actually would.” She patted my stomach reassuringly. “Are you going to tell me about this kiss?”

			“Oh. Right. Yeah. Completely surprised me. We’re going on a date Sunday afternoon. I was thinking a round of mini golf, then an early dinner. Unless I’m stricken with your illness.”

			“Solid. I had no idea she was gay.” Andy buried her face into my stomach to cover her cough. Lovely. “Like no warning at all, no rumors, nothing.”

			I’d picked up on some vibes but hadn’t been sure if it was just wishful thinking. It was nice to know I had some form of gaydar. “Judging by the way she kissed me and the places her hands went during that kissing, she’s definitely something. Ten bucks she’ll be asking me to marry her by the end of the date.”

			“What?”

			“Come on, you know that joke.”

			“Oh right.” Andy sat up abruptly to blow her nose again. “I’m gonna wait past the first date for proposals. My first husband is going to be rich as hell. And when I divorce him I’ll get half his money to set me up for life. Then my second husband is going to be like…a landscaper or something. Rugged, sexy, but also kind and gentle.”

			“I can’t believe you’ve given this so much thought,” I said, though if I stopped to think, it made perfect sense for her. “You know, despite having a lesbian standard to uphold, I don’t think I’m going to get married.”

			“Really? Why not?”

			Shrugging, I mumbled, “Dunno. Just don’t really see the appeal. Like what’s the point? It’s just a legal thing. And if I decide I don’t like them that much anymore then it’s a huge pain in the ass to disengage from all of that.”

			“You bitch. I can’t believe you’re going to deny me the chance to get dressed up as your maid of honor,” she said indignantly, the raspy squeak of her cold only adding to the pissed-off tone.

			“Your two weddings’ll give you the opportunity to get all dressed up,” I pointed out.

			“I guess,” she said, but it sounded mopey. “You got much homework?” Andy snuggled in closer, like she was trying to stop me leaving to go do that homework.

			“Yeah. But none that I’m actually going to do today. I still can’t believe the CIA cares about GPAs and crap like that. Who gives a shit if I know who the fifth Roman emperor was and can write an essay on the differences between two randomly classic books. It’s culinary school, for crying out loud.”

			“You gotta be able to read a recipe and those little kitchen dockets.” She tensed fractionally. “Shit, aren’t you supposed to be working tonight?”

			“I swapped my shift with Olly, so I’m working tomorrow night instead,” I said airily.

			Andy didn’t need to ask why. “Thanks.” She sniffled. “I can’t believe you’re giving up your Saturday night just for me.”

			“Friday, Saturday, doesn’t matter to me what day I work. And besides, it’ll give me another day to work on that flavor profile I wanted to share with Chef.” I’d only been working at the bistro for six months, but after begging, wheedling, and cajoling, I’d picked up one unpaid kitchen shift a week to supplement the server shifts I’d originally been hired for.

			I wasn’t sure if it was just that he thought I was a pain in the ass, or if Chef actually thought I had some sort of talent. But I’d reasoned with myself that firing me for being a pain in the ass was easier than keeping me on just to humor me, so clearly he thought I showed some sort of promise. Every chef had to start somewhere. And Chef had already promised to write me a letter for my CIA application, as had Kim, the restaurant owner.

			“I wish my nose wasn’t so blocked so I could actually taste whatever you’re working on.” Andy grabbed my wrist to check the time. “Parents will be home in two hours. Time for a couple of episodes of Veronica Mars?”

			“Sure. But I do have some more school work for you if you want to do that instead.”

			Her look said what she didn’t. Fuck off.

			It was clear Andy had no intention of moving, so I stretched for her laptop and set it on my legs. “Is the DVD already in there or do I have to go get that too?”

			“It’s in there.”

			I grabbed the box of tissues and her water bottle and set them in her easy reach. Andy moved so she was leaning against my shoulder and could see the screen but still kept an arm around my waist as she cuddled into me. She started the episode, but my mind was drifting from the moment it started.

			Homework. CIA. My future…

			I still had no idea how we were going to deal with being apart when Andy went to college and I went to the CIA. And then when she got married and then married again, and I was working in New York or Europe.

			Amused at the thought of us sneaking sleepovers or turning up at each other’s house just for a cuddle in bed or on the couch when we were in our forties, I snorted quietly. We’d had separate rooms since we were eight, but all that really meant was separate spaces for our things. At least one night a week, for as long as I could remember, one of us would leave our room to go sleep in the other’s bed. Our parents had given up trying to stop it pretty early on. I knew I’d be sleeping in here with her tonight, as I had the past two nights since she’d first proclaimed she was sick.

			“Mmm,” Andy mumbled. The inflection in that indistinct sound made me think she knew exactly what thought I’d just had. She burrowed against me. “Love you.”

			I wrapped my arm around her, holding her tightly. “I love you too.”

			* * *

			Two months.

			I can’t believe I’ve survived two months without Andy. I honestly don’t know how I’m functioning, let alone living with this gaping hole taking up all the space inside me. But I am. I’ve read so many fucking quotes about grief, that I’m basically a walking self-help book.

			But I still can’t help myself.

			Every day I wake up and I can barely function. I gradually unfurl my grief until it’s out in the open where I can see it and try to manage it. I move about, having tiny moments of normality where I forget about Andy being gone. And then I remember, and it’s like being punched in the gut all over again.

			I cycle through these stages all day. Sometimes, by the end of the day, I feel like I can almost take in a full breath again. But then I go to bed knowing that when I wake up, it’s going to be the same as it was the day before.

			Breathless.

			Painful.

			Unbearable.

			I’m hoping that these periods might shift over time, that the paralyzed portion of my day will lessen until it’s barely noticeable. That the grief might be acknowledged immediately when I wake up so I can unpack it and then move on to taking deep, full breaths and living my life. Just one second, then one minute, then one hour, then one week, then one month, then one year at a time. I’ll keep stacking moments on top of each other until I have enough of them to resemble normality again. Whatever that is.

			But it’s been two months and I feel the same as I did the day she died.

			Andy is an artificial coral, the way she wanted. I’ve visited, hiring a boat and guy to drive it, just the once after the ceremony we all attended when she was placed in the water. I need to get a boat and a license so I can go out whenever I want, without some stranger around, and just…float in a boat over the top of her. I should learn to scuba dive so I can go down to her, but that’s a logistical nightmare for another time. I have a small portion of her ashes, though, and whenever I look at it, I remember her saying that thing about getting a “good bit.”

			All of her were good bits. I should have said that back then.

			Two months.

			I should be planning Gemini’s reopening, but instead of doing that, I’ve spent the morning making lists of the things I still need to do for Andy. The lawyer’s handling most of it, but there are still accounts I need to close, memberships to cancel, and what feels like a billion tiny things I’d never have considered. What am I supposed to do with her social media accounts? Deleting the things she’d carefully put together feels so wrong, but freezing them in time feels almost as bad, like this hard stop that coincides with the hard stop of her life.

			So, like everything else, I’ve done nothing. But I need to do something, because it’s just a bunch of things hanging over my fucking head.

			Trying to figure out how Andy handled everything she handled at the restaurant is still too much for me. I make a mental note to talk to the business lawyer who drew up all the paperwork for the business, and also our accountant. Surely one of them’ll be able to guide me on the right way to run a business. The thought of being permanently relocated from the kitchen into the office fills me with dread, but not as much dread as closing down and going back to work in someone else’s kitchen.

			It’s almost three p.m. when I realize I haven’t eaten anything except for a banana and endless cups of tea. The gnawing emptiness in my stomach reminds me of my twenties when I was so swamped with work and stress that I barely ate, prioritizing sleep over sustenance.

			I’ve been existing in this not-really-hungry state for a while now, forcing myself to eat food and drink water when I don’t want to. The only thing that doesn’t make me
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