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The Question

At ten minutes past the usual time, the school bus rolled to its usual stop, opened its doors, and coughed out a girl. Her sneakers landed in the gravel with a crunch.

The girl paused, looking right for any cars coming up the tall hill—all clear—and crossed in front of the bus’s flashing red lights. She hurried up the slope on the other side of the road, but as soon as the grassy ground evened out, her steps slowed.

She did not turn to wave at any friends as the bus grumbled along to the next stop. She didn’t run to the door of the big white house, or even smile as she approached it. She hunched her shoulders, hooked her thumbs through the straps of her backpack, and braced for what she would find inside.

Two red-breasted nuthatches chirped on a nearby branch. “That poor girl,” one said. “That poor, unfortunate child.”

The other bird hopped closer. “She’ll be all right.”

“Will she?” the first wondered.

They tilted their heads and watched.
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Messages from the Dead

Lily stood in the entryway and let the screen door bang shut behind her. She held her breath and listened for a reaction but was greeted only by silence. She sputtered her lips, making a sound like an impatient horse, and dropped her bag to the floor with a thunk, just to fill the enormous quiet.

Four months ago, if Lily let a door slam like that, she’d be scolded or given an eye roll. Four months ago, if Mom was busy when the twins got home from school, she’d still call out hello and give snack instructions, and come hear about their day in a minute. Four months ago, Lily rarely got off the school bus alone.

A lot could change in four months.

Lily used her foot to nudge her backpack out of the way and went into the kitchen. “How was the last day of school?” she asked aloud, because someone should, and the only sign of her mom was the half-eaten breakfast abandoned on the counter. Lily dumped the soggy cereal and put the bowl and spoon in the sink.

“It was fine,” she answered, keeping her tone light and easy. “Nothing exciting until the end, when some fuzzbutt pulled the fire alarm, so we were late getting onto the buses.”

There was a new stack of mail on top of the old stack—evidence Mom had gone at least as far as the mailbox that day—and Lily riffled through it. Junk, bill, junk, junk, condolences, bill, all unopened, and a mysterious plain envelope addressed to her, Lily Neff. She stared at it, almost expecting the name typed above the address to change. She never got mail.

Lily tugged the envelope out of the pile as gently as if she were playing a game of pick-up-sticks. Her heart buzzed with curiosity as she slid her finger under the envelope’s flap, ripped it open, and pulled out a letter. The tower of excitement building in her chest collapsed.

She tossed the form letter into the recycling and wondered how she got on that mailing list. Surely credit card companies weren’t supposed to solicit eleven-year-olds.

“Would you like a snack?” she asked herself, forcing the cheer back into her voice, and opened the fridge to see the options. She deliberately did not glance at the freezer.

Before Lily’s twin, Anders, got sick, the last day of school—which he called the first afternoon of summer—meant popsicles. Lily always had strawberry and Anders chose orange or lime, and they ate them outside, sitting on the cover of the old well, even if it was chilly or raining. Anders, who loved traditions almost as much as he loved plans, never forgot to put popsicles on the shopping list, and never let Lily open the box before the first afternoon of summer began.

If Anders hadn’t gotten sick, they’d be eating popsicles in the sunshine right now. Anders would taste his slowly, while Lily went in for the chomp. They’d argue out plans for the weeks ahead, and Anders would laugh and call Lily “big beaver” when she gnawed the wooden popsicle stick until it splintered. If Anders hadn’t gotten sick, there would be picnics on the dock and baseball on the radio, and bug bites and sunburns and badminton and movie nights. A whole perfect summer would stretch before them.

But Anders had gotten sick. He’d gotten sick and he had died, and everything was different. Lily still had big plans for the summer, but she’d be hatching her schemes close to home—and keeping them top secret.

Lily spotted a promising-looking baking dish in the middle of the fridge, and peeked beneath its tinfoil. Sure enough, Connie Heanssler, who lived up the road a piece, had dropped off another lasagna. Lily pulled it out and helped herself, eating directly from the pan.

“Mmm,” she said, because it was good, and because ever since Anders got sick, she’d made a point of having a healthy appetite, one fit for a healthy, growing girl. At first she’d done it so Anders and Mom wouldn’t worry about her being sick too, but even once it was clear she couldn’t feed Anders by eating enough for them both, and that Mom had stopped noticing what, when, or whether Lily ate at all, it still felt important to prove she was okay.

She lifted a third, fourth, fifth cheesy forkful to her mouth, and gazed out the window as she chewed. Outside, several cars drove by, probably faster than they should. One honked at a short-haired teenager going the opposite way on her bike.

Quinn, the girl’s name was. Lily recognized her, as she did most kids within a few years of her own age. This was a small, rural community, the kind of place where everyone knew everything about everyone else, or thought they did. And with kindergartners through seventh graders all at one school, and grades eight through twelve at the other, you encountered most people eventually. Quinn hadn’t been at Lily’s school this year though. She’d just finished her first year of high school. Lily wondered a million things about what that was like.

Quinn’s T-shirt billowed behind her and she glanced at Lily’s house as she pedaled past. Something familiar but new lurched in Lily’s gut: fear. She swallowed hard.

If she could move at impossible speeds—in a zippy blur, like Sonic the Hedgehog—she would scribble a sign that said YOU SHOULD WEAR A HELMET and press it to the window to warn Quinn of the terrible things that could happen. But of course she couldn’t do that. Not before the teenager flew out of sight.

Sure enough, seconds later, Quinn crested the hill and was gone. Lily pictured her coasting toward the pond with the wind in her hair—soaring down the long hill for that glorious moment before she’d have to pedal her butt off to get up the next one.

Lily and Anders weren’t allowed to bike on these hills, even with helmets on. People drove too fast and the road was too narrow, Mom said. Instead, they rode up and down the dirt driveway or, when they tired of that, through the bumpy, grassy field.

Lily imagined Quinn getting wherever she was going safely, and assured herself it would be okay.

When she’d shoveled down all the lasagna she could fit, she put the rest in the fridge and went to hunt for her sweatshirt. It was warm out now in the afternoon sun, but evenings in Maine cooled off fast, and Lily knew she’d want to stay outside as long as possible. She rescued the sweatshirt from where it had dropped behind the couch, and froze.

The door between the living room and sewing room was closed, but Lily could hear her mother behind it. Not sewing—Mom almost never worked during normal hours anymore. Her sewing machine whirred in the middle of the night, when most people were sleeping. Mom was talking in what Lily recognized as her phone voice—a little louder and more exaggerated than how she’d speak to someone in the same room.

Lily crept closer and put one eye to the crack between the wall and the door, but it wasn’t wide enough for peeking. “Uh-huh,” she heard. “He did?” Pause. “That’s just like him. He always loved animals. All critters, even spiders and snakes. He was gentle and kind with them, ever since he was a baby.”

Mom was crying a little, Lily could tell, but she also sounded happy, in a dreamy-removed way. Lily balled her hands into fists so tight her fingernails bit her palms. She squeezed harder.

“I love knowing he and Barkly are together,” Mom said, sniffling. “I’m glad he isn’t lonely without us.”

Lily didn’t have to ask—she knew who Mom was talking to.

Lorelei, the psychic medium, who claimed to have a special gift that meant she could communicate with the dead.

Lorelei the total fake. The utter fraud. The fifty-dollar-an-hour liar.

Lily had never met Lorelei or heard her voice. She didn’t even know what the woman looked like—if she used a crystal ball and wore long earrings and scarves like Lily pictured, or if those were just for psychics in movies—but she hated her. She hated all the lies the psychic told about Anders, and how desperately Mom gobbled them up. She hated how their calls kept Mom floating outside of reality.

“Did he say anything about Mimi?” Mom asked.

Lily huffed her annoyance. She couldn’t tell Mom the psychic was fake. She couldn’t explain how she knew. Hearing the truth would only upset Mom, and besides, Mom wouldn’t believe her. Lily’s secret was impossible to share.

Luckily there was someone else who understood exactly how Lily felt. She tied the sweatshirt around her waist and ran outside to find him.
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A Secret Spot

The tire swing on the apple tree was only just around the back of the large red barn—tucked behind the brambles at the edge of the field, where the woods began—but it had always seemed to Lily like a secret, separate pocket of the world. If she stood on the tire swing, holding on to the ropes for balance, she could see past the tops of the spruce trees, down the hill, to the cattail-fringed pond and the road behind it. If she spun the other way, careful not to pinch her hands in the twisting ropes, the whole field stretched before her, too far to shout, way out to where the woods wrapped around it. If she reclined on the swing and let her hair skim the grass, endless sky flew above her.

A person would have to be looking hard to find anyone in this spot, which made it perfect for her and Anders—both when he’d been alive and when he wasn’t.

Lily didn’t see her twin as she approached their tire swing on the first afternoon of summer, but when she reached it, there he was. “Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” she said, and plopped onto the ground beside him. The tangle in her chest unraveled quickly, but not before Anders sensed it.

He glanced at her sideways. “What?” he asked.

Lily tilted her face toward the blue of the sky, closed her eyes, and felt a breeze kiss her eyelids. The first afternoon of summer was downright showing off. “Nothing,” she said. “Just Mom stuff.”

He nodded. She didn’t have to explain. He picked a long, wide blade of grass, pinned it flat between his thumbs, moved his hands to his lips, and blew. Lily grinned at the balloon-bird squeal it produced.

She reached for a blade of her own, positioned it like he’d done, and blew as hard as she could. Instead of a squeal, it made an enormous fart.

Anders burst out laughing and Lily tried again, but with her brother cracking up beside her, which cracked her up as she exhaled, her second attempt was more spatter than whistle. “Hold on, I’ve almost got it,” she said. She cupped her hands to her mouth, inhaled dramatically, and released the grossest, loudest, wettest noise she could make, without even trying to vibrate the grass.

Anders fell over, and Lily tossed the blade aside with a smirk. Making him laugh was so satisfying.

“You should try out for band,” he said when he’d recovered. “You’ve got to share that talent with the world.”

“But is the fart hand a percussion instrument or a horn?” She pictured herself tooting away in a stiff polyester uniform, ending each song with a blast.

“It’s a wind instrument. Duh.”

“Oh, right. Like ‘breaking wind,’” she said.

He rolled his eyes like that joke was too obvious. Mischief spread across his face. “Can you imagine what Ms. Lambert would do if you really tried to audition like that? I would pay a hundred bucks to see it.”

She pressed her palm to her lips. “Pffffffffft.”

Anders applauded high in the air. “Bravo! Encore, encore!”

Lily stood and gave a deep bow, with a sweep of her arms at the finish. She twirled, landed on the swing, and kicked off. Nothing felt more summery than soaring. Leaning back, she imagined this was the only moment that existed.

When she came back down, her feet hit the ground with a thud. “Hey,” she said, keeping her toes anchored while the swing twisted. “You haven’t seen Barkly, have you?” She knew the answer but had to check.

Anders blinked. “Who?”

“Never mind.” She twisted away, and the swing spun back again. The green spruce and gray apple tree blurred in her vision.

He scrunched his nose. “Barkly the dog? From when Mom was little?” She nodded. Their mom kept a photo of the shaggy, happy dog on her dresser, yet had never budged when her children begged, campaigned, or argued to please please please adopt a dog of their own. A dog, she said, would be too much nuisance. “Why would I— Oh.” His shoulders drooped. “Mom talked to the psychic again.”

“Yup,” Lily confirmed.

“Ugh.” Everything the psychic said annoyed Anders too, but not for the same reason. He got frustrated because he felt misunderstood. He hated when people put words in his mouth, especially if they were the wrong words. The only one he let speak for him was Lily, and that was different. When Lily spoke for Anders, she was speaking for them both.

An idea bubbled inside her like soda fizzing up a glass. “Okay, but what if you did talk to Lorelei? Like, we could make up a bunch of outrageous stuff and you’d pass it along just to mess with her. Wouldn’t that be great?”

Anders shook his head slightly, the way he did when she made a doomed move in Othello. “That’s not messing with her. It’s making her legit. If I did that, she really would be communicating with the dead.”

Lily’s bubbles went flat. “Oh. That’s true. I forgot.”

“Anyway, it wouldn’t work.” He nudged the tire with his foot and she swayed. “You’re the only one I can talk to. Sorry, Barkly.”

“Aw, you’re still a good girl, Barkly.” Lily petted an imaginary dog in the space between them. Anders scratched Barkly’s invisible ears, and ducked away from a face lick. Lily giggled.

“Hey, wanna work on our squirrel fort?” Anders asked. “I bet we could weave these longer grasses into a welcome mat. And we should make them a little squirrel broom.”

“Yeah!” she said, and kneeled beside him to pick the longest stalks.

Of course he wasn’t lonely in the afterlife. He still, like always, had Lily.
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Before and After

After Anders died, adults said things like “He went so quickly” and “It was just so sudden.” But to Lily, the months when her brother was sick had lasted an eternity. Each minute was like a piece of gum pinched and stretched so thin that it almost broke, or almost broke her, until it looped back around to be chewed and pulled again, hour after hour, day after day, with all the flavor gnawed out of it. By the time it was over and Anders was gone, time was broken. It never moved like it had before.

Then again, nothing was like it had been before—including Lily. Anders had always been part of who she was. Lily wasn’t Lily without him.

She felt like a ghost. An extremely angry ghost. A ghost who had failed at the only thing that mattered, and her brother had died because of it.

It didn’t help that the mere sight of her caused everyone from neighbors and teachers to other kids’ parents to tear up and sniffle, if not outright cry. She’d never been so aware of how much she looked like him, despite his long face and her round one, his scrawny arms and her muscles, his well-behaved hair that grew straight to his chin and her unruly waves all over the place. When people looked at her, they saw his absence.

She felt it constantly too. It was a deep, horrible ache that wanted to rage to the surface.

Lily hated the weeping. What right did anyone else have to cry? Lily wasn’t crying, and she was the one who had lost her twin. She was the one who would miss him forever.

She missed him the way she would miss her own arm if it upped and disappeared. She kept reaching for things and remaining empty-handed. She kept needing her brother and finding he wasn’t there.

If Anders didn’t exist, how could Lily? Why should Lily?

She couldn’t. She didn’t.

Yet somehow, there she was. A girl-shaped void. A sudden abyss. She folded herself into his absence until she took up negative space.

For three full days, Lily floated through time without him, grounded to nothing, completely numb.

On the third day, after his funeral, their house filled up with visitors, casseroles, and grief. She slipped outside and ran to the tire swing. There she found him, waiting. Swinging.

She hadn’t exactly known he would be there, but she wasn’t completely surprised either. It made more sense than his not being there. And he didn’t treat it like a big deal.

“Want a turn?” he’d asked, and leaped off the swing, landing with his usual grace. Landing in the dead, brown grass. The grass that would soon turn green.

Lily accepted the tire swing. She pushed off from the ground, pumped her legs, felt the wind, and slowly came back to life.

She closed her eyes, breathed in deep, and exhaled, soaring forward. When she opened them, Anders was still there.

She stuck out her tongue. “Thanks for abandoning me,” she said.

He blushed, and stuck his tongue out too. “Not by choice,” he said.

She’d have expected a hallucination or apparition to shimmer a little, or be translucent, or at least seem kind of blurry at the edges. But Anders was solidly Anders. He looked like himself: real and present and hers.

Still, she didn’t dare try to touch him.

“Apology accepted,” she said, because they never stayed mad, and because dying wasn’t really his fault.

“How long has it been?” he asked.

She stopped the swing. “Three days.”

He nodded. She waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. She wasn’t sure how much he remembered about the infection or the seizure or the ambulance or the end. He hadn’t been fully conscious for all of it. But Lily had. She would never forget.

“Did it hurt?” she asked.

He looked surprised. “What, dying?”

“Yeah.”

He paused. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

Anders gave the kind of shrug most people assumed meant he was finished talking, but which Lily knew meant he needed space to think with less pressure. She shooed her impatience and it scurried away.

Anders squinted at the clouds, then at his sister, like he was trying to bring her face into focus, or maybe see through something hazy right in front of it. She kept still. “That’s not how it works,” he said finally. “It’s not what matters anymore.”

She held in a sigh of frustration. He was reaching the end of his words, but she needed him to explain. Nothing about his dying made any sense, except for the fact that he’d come back to her. Nothing about it seemed at all fair. “What does matter?” she asked.

He frowned. “Potatoes,” he declared.

Her heart skipped with surprise. “What?”

“Potatoes!” he repeated. His expression stayed serious, but she knew he was goofing around. It was his favorite way of changing the subject.

She gave in. He would only clam up if she pushed.

“You’re such a spud face,” she said.

He crossed his arms. “Don’t be a tater hater.”

She huffed and twirled on the swing. “Whatever, spuddles.”

“Takes one to know one,” he shot back, and Lily smiled for the first time in days. He grinned, victorious. “Potato pants.”

“Your turn,” she said, and slid off the tire. He didn’t move to take it. “Or do you want to go do something else? The house is full of people, but we could hang out in the barn. Or spy in the tree house. Or be baby wolf cubs lost in the woods.”

He shook his head. “I can’t.”

Panic shot up her spine and whooshed through her thoughts. She’d only just gotten her brother back—she wasn’t ready for him to go. She opened her mouth to protest, but Anders spoke first.

“I mean, I can’t go other places. Right here is the only overlap.”

“Overlap?” Lily echoed.

“Yeah.” He searched for words to explain. “It’s not like this anymore, anywhere else. For me. It’s only like this here. Only with you.”

“This is the spot where we overlap,” she said, and he looked relieved she understood. “It’s an Us Thing,” she added.

“An Us Thing,” he confirmed, and settled onto the grass.

Lily sat beside him and shivered. The ground was lumpy and cold, still half frozen. Anders didn’t seem to notice. She wished she had grabbed a warmer jacket.

She wrapped her arms around her knees for warmth. “So are you haunting me?” she asked.

He snorted. “You wish.”

“Ooooo-eeeeee-ooooh,” she wailed in her spookiest voice. He tossed a handful of grass at her face. She ducked.

“How’s Mom?” he asked.

“Really sad,” she said. She looked down. “Too sad for sad to describe it. I wish she could see you.”

He grimaced. “I wish so too.”

“Can you stay?” Lily blurted. “I mean, can we meet here again? In the overlap? Tomorrow?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I hope so. I’ll try.”

“Okay,” she said. “Me too.”

A slow smile spread on her face. “We’re sailors on a ship in the middle of the ocean and a terrible storm’s approaching,” she said.

He jumped to his feet. “Lower the sails and batten down the hatches,” he shouted. “And hold on tight! There are sharks in these waters.”

“And sea monsters!”

They played in the overlap until he disappeared at dusk, and she worried she might have imagined it. Even in her own head, it sounded impossible: He came back. But she felt better in a way only being with Anders could bring.

That was an Us Thing too.
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