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  Chapter 1: “The Voicemail”

  
  




The chicken was burning.

Marnie stood at the stove watching the skin blacken and blister in the cast iron, the fat popping and spitting against her wrist, and she did not move. The smoke detector would go off in approximately ninety seconds. She had timed it before, during other failures. The pan needed to come off the heat. She needed to open a window. She needed to do something other than stand here watching destruction happen in real time, but there was something hypnotic about it, the way the flesh contracted and curled, the way ruination announced itself through smell before sight.

Her phone buzzed against the counter.

She ignored it. Telemarketers had been relentless lately, spoofing local numbers, pretending to be her doctor’s office or her bank or once, absurdly, the IRS. She had stopped answering unknown calls three months ago, around the same time she had stopped answering most known calls too. The chicken was beyond saving now. She watched it anyway.

The phone stopped buzzing. Started again.

Marnie turned off the burner. The smoke was thick enough to taste, acrid and accusatory, and she crossed to the window above the sink and forced it open. January air knifed through the gap, sharp with the particular cold of Ithaca in deep winter, the kind that made your lungs seize. She breathed it in deliberately, letting the chill scour her throat.

The phone buzzed a third time.

Three calls in a row meant something. Three calls in a row meant someone was either dying or already dead or about to ask her for money with an emergency that would conveniently dissolve under scrutiny. She picked up the phone and looked at the number. Florida. 561 area code.

Palm Beach County.

Her thumb moved toward decline. Then stopped.

She answered on the fourth ring, already composing the polite dismissal in her head. “Hello?”

“Is this Marnie Colter?” A man’s voice. Official. The particular cadence of someone reading from a script they had recited many times before.

“Speaking.”

“Ms. Colter, this is Detective Raymond Purcell with the Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Office. I’m calling about your sister, Veda Colter.”

The chicken fat was congealing in the pan. Marnie could see it from here, the grease turning from liquid gold to something pale and solid. She should have used a lower heat. She always used too much heat.

“Ms. Colter? Are you still there?”

“Yes.” Her voice sounded strange to her. Flattened. “I’m here.”

“Ma’am, I’m very sorry to inform you that your sister was found deceased in her apartment this morning. The medical examiner has ruled it an apparent overdose. We’re going to need someone to come down and make a formal identification.”

The smoke detector went off.

The shriek of it filled the kitchen, filled her skull, and Marnie stood very still with the phone pressed to her ear while Detective Raymond Purcell from Palm Beach County asked if she was still there, if she had heard him, if there was someone who could be with her right now. The alarm screamed. The window was still open. The cold was still coming in. None of these things connected to each other in any meaningful way.

“Ms. Colter?”

“I’m here,” she said again. “I heard you. I’ll need to write down some information. Can you hold for a moment?”

She set the phone on the counter, climbed onto a chair, and pressed the reset button on the smoke detector. The silence afterward was thick and sudden, the kind of silence that has weight. She climbed down. Picked up the phone. Found a pen in the drawer where she kept twist ties and expired coupons and a screwdriver she had never used.

“I’m ready,” she said. “Go ahead.”

Detective Purcell gave her the details. The address of the medical examiner’s office. The case number. The name of the victim’s advocate who could help coordinate logistics. He spoke slowly, as if she might be having trouble processing, and Marnie wrote everything down in her careful handwriting on the back of an electric bill. Her penmanship had always been excellent. Her third grade teacher, Mrs. Driscoll, had given her a certificate for it. Marnie still had the certificate somewhere, in a box with other things that proved she had once been a child.

“Do you have any questions for me, Ms. Colter?”

“When,” she said, and then stopped. Started again. “When did it happen? When did she die?”

“The ME will have a more precise estimate, but based on initial examination, probably sometime in the last forty-eight hours. A neighbor called in a welfare check when the mail started piling up.”

Forty-eight hours. Veda had been dead for two days while Marnie burned chicken and graded undergraduate papers and slept and woke and went about the tedious business of being alive. Veda had been dead and Marnie had not felt it, had not sensed it, had not woken gasping from a dream with the knowledge that something essential had torn loose from the world. People talked about that. Twins especially, but sisters too. A phantom pain. A sudden knowing. Marnie had felt nothing.

She felt nothing now.

“Ms. Colter? Do you need me to repeat anything?”

“No. Thank you. I’ll make arrangements to fly down tomorrow.”

“We’ll need that identification as soon as possible. Is there any other family we should contact?”

“Our mother.” Marnie heard herself say it and marveled at the steadiness of her own voice. “Constance Colter. She lives in Delray Beach. I can give you her number, but I should probably be the one to tell her.”

“That would be helpful, ma’am. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

The phrase landed without impact. Marnie thanked him, wrote down two more phone numbers, and ended the call. She stood in her kitchen looking at the ruined chicken and the open window and the electric bill covered in her neat handwriting, and she thought: I should eat something. I should sit down. I should call someone.

She thought: Flights. Funeral homes. Who to notify.

She thought: I need to check the voicemail.

Seven months. It had been seven months since she had spoken to Veda, and in that time her sister had called four times and left one message and Marnie had listened to exactly none of it. She had seen the notification, seen Veda’s name on the screen, and felt the familiar tightening in her chest that her sister’s name always produced. The voicemail sat in her phone like a cyst, something she knew she should deal with and kept choosing not to.

Now Veda was dead and the voicemail was still there and Marnie was going to have to listen to it eventually.

Not yet. Not tonight.

Tonight she needed to be practical. She scraped the chicken into the trash and washed the pan and closed the window. She poured herself a glass of water and drank it standing at the sink, watching the dark square of the window reflect her own face back at her. She looked the same as she had an hour ago. That seemed wrong. Something should be different.

She opened her laptop and searched for flights to Palm Beach. The earliest departure was 6:15 a.m., with a connection in Charlotte. She booked it without checking the price. Then she searched for hotels near the medical examiner’s office and booked the cheapest one that didn’t have bedbugs in the reviews. Then she opened her email and began composing a message to the department chair explaining that there had been a death in the family and she would need to miss at least a week of classes.

Family emergency. Those were the words people used. As if emergency implied something that might still be averted, some crisis that effort could resolve. Veda was dead. There was no emergency. There was only aftermath.

Marnie saved the draft without sending it. She would send it in the morning, when she could think of something appropriate to say about coverage for her Tuesday seminar. Professor Halloran could take it. He owed her a favor from last spring when she had covered his Faulkner lectures during his gallbladder surgery. These were the thoughts that filled her head: logistics, obligations, debts owed and repaid. The machinery of a life continuing to turn even when something essential had been removed from it.

She should call her mother.

The thought arrived and she pushed it away. Constance would be drunk by now, sloppy and maudlin, and the conversation would become about Constance’s grief, Constance’s loss, Constance’s special suffering as a mother. Marnie would end up comforting her, reassuring her, absorbing her guilt and her dramatics until there was no room left for whatever Marnie herself might be feeling.

Not that Marnie was feeling anything. That was the strange part. The news had landed and Marnie had received it and now she was booking flights and making lists and the appropriate emotions were nowhere to be found. She kept waiting for it to hit her, for the wave to crest and break, but the water stayed flat.

Maybe tomorrow. Maybe when she saw the body.

She went to the bedroom and pulled her suitcase from the closet. Black slacks for the identification. Something dark for the funeral, assuming there would be a funeral, assuming Constance would want one. Marnie realized she had no idea what Veda would have wanted. They had never discussed it. Who discusses death at thirty-four?

The same person who overdoses at thirty-four, apparently.

Marnie folded a blouse and placed it in the suitcase and thought about the last time she had seen her sister alive. Thanksgiving, two years ago, at Constance’s condo. Veda had arrived late and left early and in between had performed the role of loving daughter with a brittle intensity that made Marnie’s teeth ache. She had been thinner than the last time, and her laugh had been too loud, and she had excused herself twice to take phone calls she said were from work. Marnie had not asked what work. Marnie had learned long ago not to ask Veda too many questions.

The suitcase was half-packed now. Marnie added toiletries, her phone charger, a book she would not read. She moved through her apartment turning off lights and checking locks, the rituals of departure, and all the while she kept thinking about that voicemail.

She could listen to it now. She could hear her sister’s voice one more time before tomorrow, before the body and the paperwork and the terrible logistics of death. It would be the right thing to do. The sisterly thing.

She did not listen to it.

Instead she lay down on her bed fully clothed and stared at the ceiling and waited for sleep that did not come. The apartment was very quiet. The heat clicked on and off. Somewhere outside, a car alarm wailed and stopped. Marnie thought about Veda’s apartment, wherever it was, and how quiet it must be there too. No heat clicking on and off because no one was there to need heat. No body moving through the rooms. Just stillness, and the mail piling up, and whatever Veda had left behind.

Had she left a note?

Detective Purcell had not mentioned a note. Marnie wondered if that meant there wasn’t one or if he simply hadn’t thought to say. Overdoses didn’t always come with notes. Sometimes they were accidents. Sometimes they were something else that no one wanted to call by its real name. Veda had struggled with pills before, years ago, in her twenties, and Marnie had staged the intervention and paid for the rehab and told herself it was handled, fixed, resolved.

Apparently it had not been resolved.

Marnie closed her eyes and saw her sister’s face, not as she had looked at that last Thanksgiving but earlier, younger, the Veda of childhood with her sharp chin and her bright eyes and her absolute certainty that the world was a place that would give her what she wanted. Veda at twelve, winning the spelling bee. Veda at sixteen, lying about her age to get into clubs. Veda at twenty-two, graduating college in a white dress that Constance had paid too much for, lifting her diploma like a trophy, like proof.

They had been close once. Marnie remembered being close. She remembered Veda climbing into her bed during thunderstorms, Veda copying her homework, Veda telling her secrets that were probably lies but felt like intimacy anyway. Somewhere between then and now the closeness had curdled into something else, something Marnie could not name because naming it would require examining it, and examining it would require admitting her own part in the souring.

The alarm on her phone went off at 4:00 a.m. She had not slept. She had not moved. She got up and showered and dressed and called a cab to the airport because her car was unreliable and she did not trust herself to drive.

The cab driver was chatty. He asked where she was headed, and Marnie said Florida, and he said Florida was nice this time of year, and Marnie agreed that yes, it was nice this time of year. She did not say: I am going to identify my sister’s body. She did not say: I don’t know how to grieve someone I had already half-lost.

At the airport she moved through security in a daze, answering questions automatically, placing her belongings in the plastic bins, standing with her arms raised while the machine scanned her for threats. The TSA agent waved her through without incident. She bought a coffee she didn’t want and sat at the gate watching the other passengers and wondering which of them were traveling toward death, which toward birth, which toward nothing more significant than a business meeting or a beach vacation.

The flight to Charlotte was uneventful. She had a window seat and she stared out at the clouds and thought about nothing. The connection was tight and she had to run through the terminal, her carry-on banging against her hip, her breath coming short, and by the time she reached the gate for the Palm Beach flight she was sweating and her heart was pounding and she thought, absurdly: This is the most alive I have felt in days.

She boarded. She sat. She closed her eyes.

When she opened them again the plane was descending, and through the window she could see palm trees and swimming pools and the flat sprawl of South Florida spreading out beneath her like a promise someone else had made. The heat hit her as soon as she stepped off the jetway, even inside the airport, the particular humid warmth that she had grown up with and escaped and never missed. It smelled like air conditioning and jet fuel and, faintly, something floral that she could not identify.

She rented a car. She programmed the medical examiner’s address into her phone. She drove.

The office was in a low beige building that looked like every other low beige building in this part of Florida, anonymous and functional, designed to blend into the landscape of strip malls and urgent care clinics that lined the highway. Marnie parked and sat in the car for a long moment, her hands on the steering wheel, her eyes fixed on the entrance.

This was the part where she was supposed to fall apart. This was the moment, the threshold, the before and after. She waited for it, the tremor in her hands, the blur of tears.

Nothing.

She got out of the car and walked into the building and told the woman at the front desk who she was and why she was there. The woman’s face arranged itself into professional sympathy, the expression of someone who had seen this many times before. Forms were produced. Marnie signed them. A man in scrubs appeared and led her down a hallway that smelled like industrial cleaner and something else underneath, something she did not want to name.

The room was cold and bright. There was a window, and behind the window, a shape covered in a sheet. Marnie stood very still and thought: That is Veda. That shape is my sister.

“Whenever you’re ready,” the man in scrubs said.

Marnie nodded.

He pulled back the sheet.

Veda’s face was gray. That was the first thing Marnie noticed, the grayness of her, the absence of color. Her lips were slightly parted and her eyes were closed and she looked nothing like herself, nothing like the bright sharp girl who had once climbed into Marnie’s bed during thunderstorms. She looked like a wax figure. She looked like a prop. She looked like something that had once contained a person and now contained only absence.

“That’s her,” Marnie said. Her voice did not shake. “That’s my sister.”

The man made a note on a clipboard. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

Marnie nodded again. She kept looking at Veda’s face, searching for something, some flicker of the person she had known. There was nothing. Just the gray skin and the parted lips and the terrible stillness of a body that had stopped.

“Do you need a moment?”

“No,” Marnie said. “I’m finished.”

She signed more forms. She spoke to someone about releasing the body once the autopsy was complete. She collected a plastic bag of personal effects: phone, wallet, keycard for a hotel in Manhattan that Marnie did not recognize. The phone was locked. The wallet contained forty-three dollars in cash, a driver’s license, two credit cards, and a photo of Marnie and Veda at fourteen and ten, faded and soft at the edges from being handled.

Marnie did not remember this photo being taken. She did not remember Veda carrying it.

She drove to her hotel. She checked in. She sat on the edge of the bed in a room that smelled like air freshener and old cigarettes and looked at the plastic bag of her sister’s belongings and thought: I should call Mother. I should eat something. I should sleep.

She picked up her phone and opened the voicemail.

Veda’s voice filled the room, tinny and too loud through the speaker. “Marn, it’s me. I know you’re not picking up. I know you’re still mad about, whatever, it doesn’t matter. Look, I need to tell you something, but not on the phone. Not yet. Just don’t believe what they’ll say about me. Okay? Marn? Okay?”

There was a pause. A muffled sound in the background. Veda’s voice again, distant, speaking to someone else: “I have to go.”

The message ended.

Marnie sat very still. She played it again. And again. The third time she listened not to Veda’s words but to the spaces between them, the quality of her breath, the tension in her voice. Veda sounded scared. Veda sounded like she was looking over her shoulder. Veda sounded like someone who had something to say and not enough time to say it.

Don’t believe what they’ll say about me.

Who were they? What were they going to say?

Marnie looked at the hotel keycard in the plastic bag. Manhattan. Veda lived in Florida, had lived in Florida for years, but she had been in Manhattan recently enough to have a room key in her pocket when she died.

She looked at the phone. Locked. Whatever was on it, whatever Veda had been doing, was trapped behind a passcode Marnie did not know.

She looked at the photo of the two of them, young and squinting against the sun, Marnie’s arm around Veda’s shoulder. Possessive, even then. Protective. As if she could keep her sister safe by holding on tight enough.

She had not held on. She had let go.

Seven months. Seven months of silence, of unreturned calls, of choosing peace over the chaos that was Veda. And now Veda was dead and there was a voicemail full of fear and a hotel key from a city a thousand miles away and the beginning of a question that Marnie did not know how to ask.

She put the phone down. She lay back on the bed. The ceiling was water-stained, a brown blotch in the shape of something almost recognizable.

Tomorrow she would call her mother. Tomorrow she would start making arrangements. Tomorrow she would figure out what to do with the body and the belongings and the life her sister had left behind.

But tonight, in the chemical-sweet air of a cheap motel room, Marnie let herself think the thought she had been avoiding since the detective’s call.

Relief.

Underneath the numbness, underneath the shock, there was something that felt like relief. No more waiting for the next crisis. No more bracing for the phone call in the middle of the night. No more Veda, with her chaos and her need and her talent for making every room revolve around her. No more of this weight that Marnie had been carrying for thirty years without ever naming it.

Veda was dead, and some part of Marnie was glad.

She did not cry. She did not sleep. She lay in the dark and listened to her sister’s voice in her head, on loop, forever now, asking her to believe something she had no way of understanding.

Don’t believe what they’ll say about me.

Okay, Marnie thought. Okay.

But she didn’t know what that meant. She didn’t know anything at all.
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The medical examiner’s office smelled like lemon floor cleaner and something underneath it, something the lemon was trying very hard to hide. Marnie noticed this in the particular way she noticed everything that morning: precisely, clinically, as if she were taking notes for a report no one had asked her to write. The floor was linoleum, beige with brown flecks, scuffed in a path from the entrance to the front desk. The walls were painted the color of weak tea. There was a water cooler in the corner with a stack of paper cups beside it, and a single fake ficus tree that had accumulated a fine layer of dust on its plastic leaves.

She had arrived twenty minutes early. This was her habit, arriving early, a compulsion born from years of academic punctuality that she could not seem to shake even when punctuality meant sitting in a government waiting room preparing to look at her dead sister’s face. She had not slept. She had not eaten. The coffee from the hotel lobby sat in her stomach like acid, burning a slow hole through something essential.

The woman at the front desk had acrylic nails painted with tiny palm trees, each nail a different shade of sunset. Marnie found herself staring at them while the woman typed her information into the computer. The ring finger on her left hand featured a palm tree silhouette against an orange sky. The thumb was pink fading to purple. These were not the hands of someone who spent her days processing the dead, and yet here they were, clicking against the keyboard, pulling up case numbers and next-of-kin forms with practiced efficiency.

“You’re here for Veda Colter?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re the sister? Marnie?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll need to see some ID, hon.”

Marnie produced her driver’s license. The woman studied it, compared the photo to Marnie’s face, typed something else. The license photo was three years old. Marnie looked younger in it, or maybe just less tired. She had been smiling slightly, the way the DMV photographer had instructed, and the effect was unsettling now, that frozen half-smile staring up from the laminated card.

“Okay, you’re all set. Someone will be out to get you in just a minute. You can have a seat over there.”

Marnie sat. The chairs were the same beige as the floor, molded plastic with chrome legs, the kind found in bus stations and hospital waiting rooms and every other place designed to hold people in states of transition. She counted them. Twelve chairs arranged in three rows of four. Seven were empty. In the far corner, an elderly man in a guayabera shirt sat with his hands folded in his lap, staring at nothing. Across from him, a woman about Marnie’s age scrolled through her phone with the aggressive focus of someone trying very hard not to think.

They did not look at each other. This was the etiquette of such places, Marnie understood. You did not make eye contact with the other people waiting to identify bodies. You pretended you were alone, that your grief or your shock or your numb administrative efficiency was a private thing, not shared with strangers in plastic chairs.

The clock on the wall said 9:47. Her appointment was at 10:00. Thirteen minutes. She could fill thirteen minutes. She could think about the weather, which was already hot, the sun slanting through the windows with that particular Florida intensity she had forgotten. She could think about her Tuesday seminar and whether Professor Halloran had received her email. She could think about the hotel keycard in the plastic bag in her purse, the one from Manhattan, the one she had looked at six times since yesterday without understanding what it meant.

She did not think about Veda. Not yet.

At 9:58 a door opened and a man emerged, heavyset, wearing scrubs the color of sea foam. He held a clipboard and scanned the waiting room until his eyes landed on Marnie.

“Ms. Colter?”

She stood. Her legs felt strange, disconnected from the rest of her, as if they belonged to someone else and she was merely borrowing them.

“That’s me.”

“I’m Keith. I’ll be taking you back. Do you have any questions before we proceed?”

“No.”

“All right then. Follow me.”

The hallway was long and bright, fluorescent lights humming overhead, the floor polished to a shine that reflected their distorted shapes as they walked. Keith moved slowly, either out of consideration for her or because he was not a fast mover by nature. Marnie matched his pace. She counted the doors they passed. One. Two. Three. Four. Each door was closed, each concealing whatever happened in rooms like these, the bureaucracy of death.

“It’ll be just through here,” Keith said, stopping at the fifth door. “Take your time. There’s no rush.”

He opened the door and Marnie stepped inside.

The room was smaller than she had expected, or maybe it only felt that way because of the window that dominated the far wall. The window was large, almost floor to ceiling, and behind it lay the viewing area. The glass had a slight tint to it, greenish, like the glass in old aquariums. And beyond the glass, on a metal table, under a white sheet, was a shape.

Marnie stood very still.

The shape was human-sized. Obviously. She had known there would be a body, had prepared herself for the fact of a body, and yet seeing it reduced to a shape under a sheet in a room with green-tinted glass made something inside her go very quiet. Not grief. Not yet. Just a kind of silence, a held breath, a pause before something that could not be taken back.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Keith said. He was standing beside a small podium with a button on it, waiting.

Marnie nodded.

Keith pressed the button. A motor hummed. The sheet did not move, but beyond the glass, a panel slid back, and the lighting changed, becoming brighter, more focused, illuminating the table and its contents with surgical precision.

“I’m going to pull back the sheet now,” Keith said. “Just to the shoulders. You’ll be able to see the face. If you need me to stop at any point, just say so.”

“Okay.”

He spoke into a small microphone on the podium. Through a speaker somewhere in the viewing room, Marnie heard his voice, slightly delayed, slightly distorted: “Pulling back the sheet.”

Hands appeared, gloved hands, belonging to someone Marnie could not see. They gripped the edge of the white fabric and pulled it down, slowly, carefully, revealing first hair, then forehead, then the rest.

Veda’s face.

Marnie looked at it the way she might look at a piece of furniture she was considering purchasing. The dimensions were correct. The coloring was off, grayish, with a waxy quality that suggested poor circulation or prolonged cold storage. The features were arranged in the right order: nose, mouth, closed eyes, the small scar on the left temple from when Veda had fallen off her bike at age nine. Everything was where it should be. Nothing was where it should be.

This was not her sister. This was a thing that had once contained her sister and now contained only absence.

“Ms. Colter? Can you confirm the identity of the deceased?”

“Yes.” Marnie’s voice came out steady, almost bored. “That’s Veda Colter. That’s my sister.”

Keith made a note on his clipboard. “Thank you. I know this is difficult.”

It was not difficult. That was the strange part. Marnie felt nothing looking at the gray face behind the green glass. She catalogued its features the way she catalogued everything: clinically, thoroughly, without attachment. The slight downturn of the mouth. The faint lines at the corners of the eyes that had not been there two years ago. The way the skin had begun to loosen at the jaw, the early signs of aging that Veda would have hated, that Veda would have fought with creams and procedures and whatever else women did to preserve themselves.

Veda had always been vain. Marnie remembered that now, standing in the cold room looking at her sister’s dead face. Veda had spent hours in front of mirrors, perfecting angles, practicing expressions, studying herself with the intensity of someone preparing for an exam. She had believed, deeply and without irony, that beauty was a form of currency, and she had spent her life accumulating and spending it in ways Marnie never fully understood.

Now the currency was worthless. Now there was just this gray thing on a metal table, this husk, this remnant.

“Do you need a moment?”

“No. I’m finished.”

Keith nodded, spoke into the microphone again. The gloved hands reappeared and drew the sheet back up, covering the face, returning Veda to anonymity. The panel slid closed. The special lighting dimmed. And just like that, it was over.

“There’s some paperwork,” Keith said, guiding her back into the hallway. “And some personal effects we’ll need you to sign for. The detective on the case may also want to speak with you before you leave.”

“Fine.”

They walked back through the corridor, past the numbered doors, past the humming fluorescents, into a small office where a woman with reading glasses perched on her nose waited behind a metal desk. More forms. More signatures. Marnie’s hand moved across the pages automatically, signing her name in the spaces provided, initialing where indicated, agreeing to things she did not read because reading them would require thinking about them and thinking was not something she was currently equipped to do.

The woman produced a large manila envelope and slid it across the desk.

“These are your sister’s personal effects. Everything that was on her person when she was found. You’ll need to sign here to confirm receipt.”

Marnie signed. She took the envelope. It was lighter than she expected, barely any weight to it at all.

“Is that everything?”

“For now. The detective may have some follow-up questions, and once the autopsy is complete, you’ll need to make arrangements for the body. There’s a list of funeral homes in the area if you need recommendations.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m very sorry for your loss.”

The phrase again. Marnie nodded and stood and walked out of the office and down the hallway and through the waiting room, past the man in the guayabera shirt who was still staring at nothing, past the woman with the phone who did not look up, past the fake ficus and the water cooler and the front desk with its sunset-painted nails.

The automatic doors slid open and the heat hit her like a physical force, thick and wet and immediate. She stood on the sidewalk blinking in the sunlight, the manila envelope clutched against her chest, and tried to remember where she had parked.

The parking lot was large, much larger than it needed to be for a building this size, rows of spaces stretching out under the relentless sun. Marnie had parked somewhere in this lot. She remembered parking. She remembered turning off the engine and checking her reflection in the rearview mirror and telling herself that she could do this, that it was just a body, that bodies were just matter arranged in a particular configuration and there was nothing to fear from matter.

But now she could not remember where.

She walked to the end of the sidewalk and looked left. A row of cars, none of them hers. She looked right. Another row, also unfamiliar. The rental was a silver Nissan, or possibly gray, the kind of anonymous sedan that rental companies produced by the thousands, indistinguishable from every other anonymous sedan on the road. She had not thought to take a photo of the license plate. She had not thought to note the row number. She had been too focused on arriving early, on being prepared, on maintaining the fiction that she was someone who could handle this.

She started walking.

The asphalt was soft under her shoes, heated to the point of pliability by the Florida sun. She could feel it giving slightly with each step, a strange sensation, like walking on something alive. The cars she passed were all wrong: blue, white, red, black, none of them silver, none of them hers. She walked faster. The heat pressed down on her skull. Sweat gathered at her temples, at the small of her back, in the creases of her elbows.

She could not find her car.

This was not a crisis. This was a minor logistical problem, the kind of thing that happened to people all the time, the kind of thing that could be solved by walking systematically through each row until the correct vehicle was located. She knew this. She understood this. And yet she could not make herself move in any systematic way. She walked in circles, or what felt like circles, passing the same white pickup truck three times, the same handicapped space with its faded blue lines, the same light pole with the dent in its base.

The sun was very bright. The heat was very heavy. Marnie stopped walking.

She stood in the middle of the parking lot with the manila envelope pressed to her chest and she did not move. She did not look for her car. She did not return to the building to ask for help. She simply stood, rooted to the soft asphalt, while the sun beat down on her head and the sweat ran down her face and the world continued to turn around her as if nothing had happened, as if her sister was not dead, as if this was just another Tuesday in January in a parking lot in Florida.

Time passed. She could not say how much. The sun moved incrementally across the sky. A car pulled out of a space somewhere to her left, the engine loud in the stillness, and she did not turn to look at it. A bird landed on a nearby car’s side mirror, regarded her with blank black eyes, flew away. Still she stood.

The envelope was getting damp in her hands. She looked down at it, at the place where her fingers had left marks on the paper, and thought: I should open this. I should see what’s inside.

She did not open it.

Instead she thought about the viewing room, the green-tinted glass, the shape under the sheet. She thought about Veda’s face, gray and waxy, the face of a stranger wearing her sister’s features. She thought about the small scar on the left temple, the one from the bicycle accident, and how she had been there when it happened, had watched Veda fly over the handlebars and hit the pavement with a sound that Marnie still remembered, a wet thud that had haunted her dreams for weeks afterward.

She had run to Veda. She had knelt beside her in the street and pressed her hand to Veda’s bleeding head and screamed for help until their mother came running. She had held Veda’s hand in the emergency room while they stitched the wound, had slept in Veda’s bed that night because Veda was scared, had checked on her every few hours to make sure she was still breathing.

That was what sisters did. That was what Marnie had done, once, when they were still sisters in the way that mattered, when closeness was not a performance but a fact.

When had it stopped being a fact?

Marnie could not pinpoint the moment. There was no single incident, no dramatic break. Just a slow drift, year by year, conversation by conversation, until one day she realized that she and Veda were strangers who happened to share blood. They had different lives, different values, different ways of moving through the world. Veda was chaos and Marnie was order. Veda was impulse and Marnie was planning. Veda was the kind of person who ended up dead in a Florida apartment from an apparent overdose, and Marnie was the kind of person who stood in a parking lot unable to find her rental car.

She thought: I should feel something.

She thought: Why don’t I feel anything?

She thought: Maybe this is what grief is. Maybe this is the shape it takes when you’ve already been grieving for years without knowing it.

A voice cut through the stillness. “Ma’am? Are you all right?”

Marnie blinked. A security guard was standing a few feet away, young, sweating through his uniform, his face arranged in an expression of concern.

“Ma’am? Do you need some help?”

“I can’t find my car,” Marnie heard herself say. The words came out flat, affectless, as if she were reporting a minor inconvenience. “I parked here this morning and now I can’t find it.”

The guard’s expression shifted, concern deepening into something that looked almost like pity. “What kind of car is it?”

“Silver Nissan. Or gray. I can’t remember which. It’s a rental.”

“Okay. Do you have the key fob? You can press the panic button, make it honk.”

The key fob. Yes. She had a key fob. It was in her purse, which was on her shoulder, which she had not thought to look in because she had not been thinking at all, had merely been standing here in the heat like a broken machine waiting for someone to come along and fix her.

She found the fob. She pressed the button. Somewhere to her right, a car began to honk and flash its lights, insistent and mechanical.

“There you go,” the guard said. “Third row over. You take care now, okay? Drink some water when you get where you’re going. This heat’ll sneak up on you.”

“Thank you.”

She walked toward the sound of the honking. The car was exactly where she had left it, of course, in the third row, in a spot she had walked past at least twice without recognizing. She unlocked it and climbed inside and sat in the driver’s seat with the engine off and the windows up, letting the trapped heat wrap around her like a blanket.

The manila envelope sat on the passenger seat.

Marnie looked at it for a long moment. Then she picked it up and opened it and let the contents slide out onto her lap.

A phone. Locked, the screen dark, the battery probably dead by now.

A wallet. Brown leather, worn at the corners. She opened it.

Forty-three dollars in cash, two twenties and three ones, crisp like they had just come from an ATM.

A driver’s license. Veda’s face, unsmiling, the photo recent. Address listed as an apartment in West Palm Beach. Weight listed as 125, which Marnie knew was a lie because Veda had always lied about her weight.

Two credit cards, one Visa, one Amex. Both in Veda’s name.

A photograph, old, the edges soft from handling. Two girls squinting into the sun. Marnie recognized it immediately: the backyard of their childhood home, the summer Marnie was fourteen and Veda was ten. Marnie had her arm around Veda’s shoulders. Veda was leaning into her, trusting, small.

Marnie did not remember this photograph being taken. She did not remember Veda carrying it.

She set the wallet aside and looked at the last item.

A hotel keycard. White plastic, blank on one side, printed on the other with a logo she did not recognize. The Whitmore. An address in Manhattan, Upper East Side.

Veda had been in New York. Recently, probably. The keycard was not worn, not scratched, not old. It looked like something that had been in a pocket for a few days at most before ending up in an evidence bag.

Why had Veda been in New York?

Marnie turned the card over in her hands, studying it as if it might reveal something, some secret message embedded in the plastic. It told her nothing. It was just a keycard, the kind you got at any hotel, the kind that stopped working the moment you checked out.

But Veda had not checked out. Veda had come back to Florida with this card still in her wallet. Veda had kept it, or forgotten it, or meant to return.

Marnie thought about the voicemail. I need to tell you something, but not on the phone. Don’t believe what they’ll say about me.

She thought about the viewing room, the gray face, the absence where her sister used to be.

She thought about the parking lot, the eleven minutes she had stood there in the sun, not moving, not thinking, not feeling anything at all.

And then, finally, without warning, something cracked.

It started in her chest, a pressure building behind her ribs, and then it was in her throat, and then it was in her eyes, and then she was crying, really crying, the kind of crying that came from somewhere deep and would not be stopped. She bent forward over the steering wheel and sobbed, ugly and loud and graceless, her whole body shaking with the force of it.

She cried for Veda. She cried for herself. She cried for the photograph in the wallet and the voicemail she had not returned and the years of silence and the things she had not said and the things she had said that she wished she could take back. She cried because her sister was dead and she had felt relieved and now she felt ashamed of the relief and the shame was unbearable, a weight she did not know how to carry.

The crying lasted a long time. When it finally stopped, she was empty, hollowed out, her face swollen and her eyes burning and her throat raw. The car was stifling, the heat thick enough to choke on. She started the engine and turned the air conditioning to maximum and sat there while the cold air blasted her face and dried the tears on her cheeks.

The hotel keycard was still in her hand.

She looked at it again. The Whitmore. Manhattan.

She did not know what it meant. She did not know why Veda had been there or who she had seen or what she had been doing. But she knew, with a certainty that surprised her, that she needed to find out.

Don’t believe what they’ll say about me.

Okay, Veda, Marnie thought. Okay.

She put the keycard back in the wallet and the wallet back in the envelope and the envelope in her purse. She wiped her face with the back of her hand. She checked her reflection in the rearview mirror and saw a woman who looked like she had been crying, because she had been, because her sister was dead and that was a thing that made people cry even when they thought they had no tears left.

Then she put the car in reverse and pulled out of the parking space and drove toward whatever came next.
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The building was called The Palms, though Marnie could see no palms anywhere near it. It squatted on a corner lot in West Palm Beach, three stories of beige stucco with rusted balcony railings and a parking lot that needed repaving. The kind of place that had been nice once, maybe, in the eighties, before the salt air and the sun and the slow erosion of time had turned it into something people settled for rather than chose.

Veda had lived here. Veda, who had always talked about beach houses and penthouses and views that mattered, had ended up in apartment 2C of The Palms, with its cracked sidewalk and its faded awning and its sign advertising MOVE IN SPECIALS that looked like it had been there for years.

Marnie sat in her rental car and stared at the building and tried to reconcile it with the sister she thought she knew.

She had gotten the key from the property manager, a woman named Dolores who worked out of a ground-floor unit that smelled like cat litter and menthol cigarettes. Dolores had been expecting her. The detective had called ahead. “Terrible thing,” Dolores had said, handing over the key without meeting Marnie’s eyes. “She was quiet. Paid on time. Never any trouble.” The words had the quality of a eulogy composed on the spot, generic enough to apply to anyone.

The key was warm in Marnie’s hand, heated by her grip during the drive over. She should go inside. She should do what she had come to do: collect Veda’s belongings, sort through her life, begin the grim archaeology of the recently dead. This was her responsibility now. There was no one else.

She got out of the car.

The heat was brutal, even worse than yesterday, the air so thick with humidity that breathing felt like drinking. Marnie walked across the parking lot and into the building’s foyer, which offered a brief respite of air conditioning before she climbed the stairs to the second floor. The carpet on the stairs was industrial gray, worn down the center where thousands of feet had passed. The walls were painted a color that might once have been cream and was now simply dingy. Somewhere on the third floor, a television was playing, the muffled sound of applause leaking through the ceiling.

Apartment 2C was at the end of the hall. Marnie stood in front of the door and looked at it. The number was brass, slightly crooked, the C hanging lower than the 2. There was a peephole at eye level and a deadbolt above the knob and nothing else, no welcome mat, no decorations, no indication that anyone had lived here at all.

She put the key in the lock. Turned it. Pushed the door open.

The smell hit her first: cleaning products, chemical and sharp, the kind you bought in bulk at warehouse stores. Underneath it, something fainter, something floral, maybe perfume, maybe air freshener, already fading. Marnie stepped inside and closed the door behind her and stood very still, letting her eyes adjust.

The apartment was small. Living room and kitchen combined into a single space, separated by a counter with two barstools pushed beneath it. A short hallway leading to what she assumed was the bedroom and bathroom. White walls. Beige carpet. Blinds drawn against the afternoon sun, casting the room in a pale, filtered light.

It was clean.

That was the first thing Marnie noticed, really noticed, once she stopped cataloguing the basic facts of the space. It was clean in a way that felt deliberate, intentional, almost aggressive. The kitchen counter was bare except for a single coffee mug, rinsed and placed precisely in the center. The sink was empty. The stovetop gleamed. There were no dishes in the drying rack because there was no drying rack. There was no clutter on the coffee table because there was nothing on the coffee table at all.

Marnie walked further into the room. Her footsteps were muffled by the carpet, which showed recent vacuum lines in parallel rows. She looked at the couch: gray fabric, two throw pillows arranged at symmetrical angles. She looked at the bookshelf against the wall: mostly empty, a few paperbacks on the bottom shelf, spines uncracked, the kind of books people bought for decoration rather than reading.

This was wrong.

Veda had never been clean. Veda had been chaos, always, from childhood on. Her room growing up had been a disaster zone of clothes and magazines and half-eaten snacks, surfaces buried under layers of accumulation, the floor a obstacle course of shoes and bags and forgotten projects. Their mother used to joke that Veda could lose things in an empty room. Marnie used to find Veda’s belongings scattered throughout the house, migrating like birds, turning up in places they had no reason to be.

This apartment looked like no one had ever lived in it.

Marnie opened the kitchen cabinets. Two plates, two bowls, two glasses, stacked neatly. A single pot, a single pan. Silverware for two, arranged in a divider. The refrigerator held a carton of oat milk, a takeout container that Marnie did not open, and a bottle of white wine with an inch left at the bottom. The freezer was empty except for an ice tray, the cubes long since evaporated into misshapen fragments.

She closed the freezer and stood in the middle of the kitchen and tried to make sense of what she was seeing.

Either Veda had changed completely in the years since Marnie had known her, had become a person who owned two plates and vacuumed in straight lines and kept her counters bare. Or someone had cleaned this apartment before Marnie arrived. Someone had come through and removed things, arranged things, made the space look like a model unit rather than a home.

Marnie did not know which possibility was worse.

She moved to the living room and examined the bookshelf more closely. The paperbacks were romance novels, the kind with shirtless men on the covers and titles that promised passion and drama. Marnie pulled one out and flipped through it. The pages were stiff, the spine unbroken. It had never been read. She checked another. Same thing. A third. All of them pristine, props in a stage set.

The bookshelf itself was cheap particle board, the kind you assembled yourself with an Allen wrench and a prayer. Marnie crouched down and looked at the bottom shelf, then the top, then the space behind the books. Nothing. No hidden objects, no secret compartments, no clues tucked away where only the careful observer would find them.

She straightened up and looked around the room again, trying to see it the way a detective might. What was missing? What should be here that wasn’t?

The television was mounted on the wall, a modest flat screen, dusty around the edges. A cable box sat on a small console beneath it. No DVD player, no gaming system, no streaming device. No remotes visible anywhere. Marnie checked the couch cushions. Nothing.

She checked behind the couch. Nothing.

She checked under the coffee table. Nothing.

The word kept repeating in her head, a drumbeat of absence. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

She walked down the short hallway to the bedroom. The door was open. Inside: a queen-sized bed, neatly made, white comforter pulled tight, two pillows arranged against the headboard. A nightstand on the left side, empty except for a lamp. A dresser against the far wall, six drawers, no mirror on top.

Marnie opened the dresser drawers one by one.

The first held underwear and socks, folded, organized by color. The second held bras. The third held t-shirts. The fourth, jeans. The fifth, sweaters that no one in Florida would ever need. The sixth was empty.

She stared at the empty drawer for a long time. It didn’t make sense. Who had an empty dresser drawer? Either you had too many clothes and not enough space, or you had the right amount and filled what you had. An empty drawer meant something had been removed. Something that used to be there was gone.

The closet was worse.

Marnie slid open the mirrored door and found a row of dresses and blouses on hangers, arranged by length, then by color within each length. Below them, a shoe rack with six pairs of shoes, all practical, none of the designer heels Veda used to covet. On the shelf above, a single suitcase, small, carry-on sized.

This was not a closet. This was a costume department, the minimal wardrobe of someone playing a part.

Marnie thought about Veda at twenty-five, the last time they had spent any real time together, before the slow drift became an ocean. Veda’s closet in that Brooklyn apartment had been chaos, clothes shoved in without regard for hangers or organization, shoes piled in drifts, bags and scarves and jewelry tangled together in corners. Veda



















































































