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Chapter 1

“911, What Is your emergency?”

“Hello? Help me, please! They took my sister! Please hurry, I don’t know where they are. I can’t find them.” *rustling noise* *yells something* “Oh my god—oh my god. Piper!”

“Ma’am, I need you to calm down so that I can understand you.”

“Okay…” *crying*

“Who took your sister?”

“I don’t know! I don’t know them. Two guys. Dupont knows them, I—”

“Miss, what is the address? Where are you?”

“The theater on Pike, the Five Dollar…” *crying* “They took my phone, I’m calling from inside the theater.”

“Wait right where you are, someone is going to be there to help shortly. Can you tell me what your name is?”

*crying*

“What is your name? Hello…?”

*crying, indecipherable noises*

“Can you tell me your name?”

“Iris…”

“What is your sister’s name, Iris? And how old is she?”

“Piper. She’s fifteen.”

“Is she your older sister or younger sister… Iris, can you hear me?”

“We’re twins. They just put her in a car and drove away. Please hurry.”

“Can you tell me what kind of vehicle they were driving?”

“I don’t know…”

“—a van, or a sedan—?”

“It was blue and long. I can’t remember.”

“Did it have four doors or two… Iris?”

“Four.”

“And how many men were there?”

“Three.”

“I’m going to stay on the line with you until the officers get there.”

He leans forward, rouses the mouse, and turns off the audio on his computer. Click click clack. I was referred to Dr. Stanford a year ago when my long-term therapist retired. I had the option of finding a new therapist on my own or being assigned someone in the practice. Of course I considered breaking up with therapy all together, but after eight years it felt unnatural not to go. But I was a drinker of therapy sauce: a true believer in the art of feelings. I imagined people felt that way about church. At the end of the day, I told myself that a weird therapist was better than no therapist.

I disliked Allen Stanford on sight. Grubby. He is the grown-up version of the kindergarten booger eater. A mouth breather with a slow, stiff smile. I was hoping he’d grow on me.

Dr. Stanford clears his throat.

“That’s hard to listen to for me, so I can only imagine how you must feel.”

Every year, on the anniversary of Piper’s kidnapping, I listen to the recording of the 911 call I made from the lobby of the Five Dollar. When I close my eyes, I can still see the blue diamond carpet and the blinking neon popcorn sign.

“Do you want to take a break?”

“A break from what?”

“It must be hard for you to hear that even now…”

That is true, reliving the worst day of my life never gets easier. The smell of popcorn is attached to the memory, and I feel nauseated. A cold chill sweeps over me. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I nod once.

“What happened after you hung up the phone?”

“I waited…what else could I do? I was afraid they were outside waiting to take me too. My brain hadn’t fully caught up to what was happening. I felt like I was dreaming.”

My voice is weighed down with shame; in the moments after my twin was taken, I was thinking of my own safety, worried that her kidnappers would come back. Why hadn’t I chased the car down the street, or at least paid attention to the license plate so I could give it to the cops? Hindsight was a sore throat.

“I wanted to call Gran.” I shake my head. “I thought I was crazy because I’d dialed her number hundreds of times and I just… I forgot. I had to wait for the cops.”

My lungs feel like they’re compressing. I force a deep breath.

“I guess it took five minutes for the cops to get there, but if you asked me that day, I would have said it took an hour.”

When I close my eyes, I can still see the city block in detail—smell the fry oil drifting across the street from the McDonald’s.

“The cops parked their cruiser on the street in front of the theater,” I continue. “I was afraid of them. My mother was an addict—she hated cops. To certain people, cops only show up to take things away, you know?”

He nods like he knows, and maybe he does, maybe he had a mom like mine, but for the last twenty years, he’s been going to Disney World—according to the photos on his desk—and that somehow disqualifies him in my mind as a person who’s had things taken away from him.

I take another sip of water, the memories rushing back. I close my eyes, wanting to remember, but not wanting to feel—a fine line.

I was shaking when I stumbled out of the theater and ran toward the cop car, drunk with shock, the syrupy soda pooling in my belly. My toe hit a crack in the asphalt and I rolled my ankle, scraping it along the side of the curb. I made it to them, staggering and crying, scared out of my mind—and that’s when things had gone from bad to worse.

“Tell me about your exchange with the police,” he prompts. “What, if anything, did they do to help you in that moment?”

The antiquated anger begins festering now, my hands fisting into rocks. “Nothing. They arrived already not believing me. The first thing they asked was if I had taken any drugs. Then they wanted to know if Piper did drugs.”

The one with the watery eyes—I remember him having a lot of hair. It poked out the top of his shirt, tufted out of his ears. The guy whose glasses I could see my face in—he had no hair. But what they had both worn that day was the same bored, cynical expression. I sigh. “To them, teenagers who looked like me did drugs. They saw a tweaker, not a panicked, traumatized, teenage girl.”

“What was your response?”

“I denied it—said no way. For the last six months, my sister had been hanging with a church crowd. She spent weekends going to youth group and Bible study. If anyone was going to do drugs at that point, it would have been me.”

He writes something down on his notepad. Later I’ll try to imagine what it was, but for now I am focused.

“They thought I was lying—I don’t even know about what, just lying. The manager of the theater came outside to see what was going on, and he brought one of his employees out to confirm to the police that I had indeed come in with a girl who looked just like me, and three men. I asked if I could call my gran, who had custody of us.”

“Did they let you?”

“Not at first. They ignored me and just kept asking questions. The bald one asked if I lived with her, but before I could answer his question, the other one was asking me which way the car went. It was like being shot at from two different directions.” I lean forward in my seat to stretch my back. I’m so emotionally spiked, both of my legs are bouncing. I can’t make eye contact with him; I’m trapped in my own story—helpless and fifteen.

“The men who took my sister—they took my phone. The cops wanted to know how I called 911. I told them the manager let me use the phone inside the theater. They were stuck on the phone thing. They wanted to know why the men would take my phone. I screamed, ‘I have no idea. Why would they take my sister?’”

“They weren’t hearing you,” he interjects.

I stare at him. I want to say No shit, Sherlock, but I don’t. Shrinks are here to edit your emotions with adjectives in order to create a TV Guide synopsis of your issues. Today on an episode of Iris in Therapy, we discover she has never felt heard!

“I was hysterical by the time they put me in the cruiser to take me to the station. Being in the back of that car after just seeing Piper get kidnapped—it was like I could feel her panic. Her need to get away. They drove me to the station…” I pause to remember the order of how things happened.

“They let me call my grandmother, and then they put me in a room alone to wait. It was horrible—all the waiting. Every minute of that day felt like ten hours.”

“Trauma often feels that way.”

“It certainly does,” I say. “Have you ever been in a situation that makes you feel that way—like every minute is an hour?” I lean forward, wanting a real answer. Seconds tick by as he considers me from behind his desk. Therapists don’t like to answer questions. I find it hypocritical. I try to ask as many as I can just to make it fair.

He leans his chin on a hairy fist and assures me again that most people feel similar in situations such as mine.

I yawn and check the time on my phone.

I was still in a state of shock when the detectives came in to take my statement that day. The man introduced himself as Detective Audrain without looking at me. The woman—in her early twenties and named Poley—was the object of his attention. I’d caught them on the end of a story or joke they were still recovering from before they walked in the room. They spent the first ten minutes of the interview half laughing, half listening. I hadn’t understood the dynamic when I was a fifteen-year-old girl. The story of their affair only came out three years later; the scandal forced Audrain into early retirement.

My ankle looked like rotted fruit—bloated purple and oozing blood beneath the cuff of my jeans. I was surprised that it didn’t hurt—it didn’t feel like anything. The hurt was in my chest, crushing my lungs.

“They didn’t believe me. Kind of blew me off and insinuated Piper went with those guys of her own volition. Just like the other two cops.”

A knot forms behind my breastbone and floats up to my throat, lodging. I swallow but can’t get it down. There were so many things that went wrong that day.

Audrain would give Poley a look like, You’re up! and she’d smile at him and bat me another question. If she asked me a question he was impressed by, he’d nod in appreciation.

“I told them over and over that she didn’t get into the car; she was forced into the car. They’d wanted to know how we knew the men. What they looked like. What Piper was wearing. I was trying to answer their questions, but I felt weird, like my thoughts were thick. Eventually they came to the unanimous decision that I was in shock.”

I remember Poley leaving the room and coming back with a doughnut, four chocolate Kisses, and a bottle of Dr. Pepper. She lined them up in front of me one after the other—plunk, plunk, plunk. I wanted to throw up when I saw the scrounged picnic, but my hand mindlessly began unwrapping the Kisses.

Poley eyed my green face and said to Audrain, “Hey, screw off that cap for her, won’t you?”

I’d taken a sip of soda to wash away the chocolate sticking to the roof of my mouth, and that’s when I remembered. “It was the soda!” I’d cried out.

And then Gran walked in and I’d dissolved against her, crying so hard my words wouldn’t come out. She cradled me in her arms, and I folded up in shame against her pink sweater. I’d lost my sister. Gran told me to take care of her, and now she was gone.

He’s listening hard. I have his attention. The novelty of being an adult is that you can pay for what you didn’t get as a child. I get high on therapy, the nurture drug.

“Time’s up.”

He startles. “What?”

I point to the clock—his clock. “Our session is over.”

He looks momentarily lost, and then he sits up straighter in his chair. I’m a pretty good storyteller after all these years.

Setting down his pen, he frowns. “It’s my job to say when time is up.”

I nod. Of course, of course. Men like to feel that they are in control. I wonder who has more issues: me or him.

I gather up my things. “See you next week,” I call over my shoulder. I don’t wait for him to respond.


I navigate my beater out of the almost empty strip mall and head south on 405. It’s a pretty okay day; the October sky is still bright and blue, but that will be short-lived. In two weeks, the cloud cover will blanket the sky in dismal shades of gray. Gray, gray, every day, my sister used to sing. It’s not that I don’t like gray, it’s just not my best color…


Memories of Piper should make me smile but they hurt instead. Once I start thinking about her, I can’t stop. Piper’s case is so cold it has freezer burn. I turn up the volume on the radio to drown out my thoughts; Lana Del Rey reminds me that I’m born to die.


I pull into my grandmother’s driveway around six. The garage door is in front of me, plump azalea bushes springing from either side. I need to trim those back soon.

The house is cute as a button: white with black trim and a black front door. I grab my bag from the backseat as the engine putters out. I don’t know who’s more broke, me or my car.

Three years after Piper went missing, Gran’s aunt, a widow with no children, died and left her house to Gran—a nice surprise after all the sadness. The house, which is located in an upscale neighborhood in Seattle, is just a short drive to where she works at the Seattle Public Library. Cal and I have lived with her on and off over the years. I tried to live on my own twice and failed miserably when I couldn’t keep up with Seattle’s rent crisis. Gran was gracious enough to offer her spare bedrooms for free until I completed my work-study, so Cal and I packed up our little apartment and moved in with her three months back.

Walking the path around the side of the house and to the front door, I feel the peace of being in a safe place. Everything is quaint and pretty, not like the apartment we lived in when it happened nine years ago.

As soon as the front door closes behind me, Cal flings himself across the living room and into my arms. He’s small for eight, sweet and softhearted. Everyone says he looks like me, and that’s mostly true. He has my blue eyes and rosebud mouth, but his hair is dark and wavy. My shaggy, smart boy. I wrap my arms around him, glad to be home. It’s the same greeting I get every night—pure joy.

“You got a letter,” he says. “It’s on the table in the kitchen. Gran keeps picking it up and looking at it.”

“Uh-oh,” I say, glancing into the kitchen. Gran is at the sink, washing the dinner dishes by hand even though we have a dishwasher. I eye her tense little shoulders and feel a surge of hope. Could it be? I applied for four internships at the prompting of my professor, but there was only one I was interested in taking. It was the internship Gran had begged me not to apply for.

“Is she upset?” I whisper.

Cal nods, he’s wearing his most serious expression. “She called off work tomorrow.” His voice is low. “She wants you to take her to see the island where you’re going to work.”

The island? Did I hear that right? My heart speeds up. I’m shaking as I reach out to ruffle his hair. I lean down to give him a kiss.

“Thanks, little informant.” He darts off—probably back to his iPad. I hang my things on the hook by the door and slip into the bathroom Cal and I share to wash my hands. By the time I step into the kitchen a few minutes later, Gran has my dinner on the table and she looks ready to argue. Propped against my water glass is a business-size envelope, crisp and official. The return address: Shoal Island.

“Oh my god.”

Gran leans against the counter, pale and staring. I rip it open, too afraid to blink.

“I’m in…” I say. “Gran…”

When I look up, she has her eyes closed like she’s on a ride she wants to get off.

“Don’t do that, Gran, this has always been the plan.”

“Your plan,” she snaps.

“The only plan…” I shoot back.

“I don’t want this for you. You are living her life, not your own.”

We glare at each other with identical pond-scum eyes, refusing to blink. I will never have to wonder what I’ll look like when I’m older; I look just like Gran. We have the same heart-shaped face and heavy bottom lip. She knows I’m right. That’s the only reason she’s not arguing back.

“Everything is going to be okay,” I tell her. “I have things under control…” It is a bold statement but I believe it. Gran nods at the floor, turning back to the dishes. When she lets it go, I sigh in relief. My body relaxes back into the chair and I pick up my fork.

The truth is, I don’t want Gran getting close to that place. Not because it is evil. I don’t believe places can be evil. He is evil, and he is there, tucked away like a rotting tooth. It took me a long time to find him. The nights when Gran wanted to know why I wasn’t on a date or out with friends, I was stationed in front of my laptop, looking for him. Searching, always searching. And then I had found him. He was in a private facility, a hospital for the mentally ill.

Living out his days on an island didn’t sit well with me. I needed to lay eyes on him—hear him speak, feel his vibe. Did he care? Did he think about what he’d done?

I liked to imagine another version of myself: wholesome and hopeful. A woman who had a sister. I imagine she’d have outgrown her annoyance with me by now. Maybe we’d go to concerts together, or the movies—we never had time to find common ground. And now I’d never know.

I wash my dishes in the sink this time with Gran watching me from the table. Cal’s TV shows are playing in the living room; he’s pretending to listen, but I know it’s our conversation he’s after. I can feel Gran’s eyes on my back.

“Thanks for the dinner.”

“Iris,” she says as I’m walking out. “Cal needs his mother.”

I pause.

“He’ll get her. I’m almost finished with this.”






Chapter 2 Past

“Yo, Pipes, My cousin’s friend thinks you’re hot.”

Piper glanced up from her phone, her eyes glazed over. She was texting, but when Dupont didn’t go away, she slid her phone into the back pocket of her jeans and sighed. “What now?” Her eyes bounced off of him and to the crowd of students making their way out the front doors. The burden of having a popular sister…

Dupont stepped in front of her, blocking her view so he could have her full attention.

“My cousin’s friend. He wants to know if you want to hang out at the mall sometime.”

I finished loading my books into my backpack and slammed my locker, making them both jump. I gave Piper a look, and we started walking. It was three o’clock on a Friday, the bell had rung, and it wasn’t raining. We could make it home dry if we hurried.

“Why would I want to hang out with your cousin’s friend?”

Dupont shrugged like he didn’t really care, but I could tell that wasn’t the case. He was stuck to Piper’s side, hedging her like I’d seen him do on the basketball court.

“Shouldn’t you be at practice?” I asked. He ignored me.

Chris Dupont was a hustler in a beanie. Piper felt comfortable giving him an attitude because she was higher on the food chain; if she didn’t laugh at his jokes, no one would. I, on the other hand, was afraid of him. He had a way of knowing your weakness and using it against you.

“Stop acting like you’re too good for people, Piper, damn! You want to hang out with him, trust me. He’s a senior. Not at this school…”

I rolled my eyes, anticipating how long this would take. I’d skipped lunch to finish my algebra homework, and I was hungry.

“Pipe, let’s go,” I nagged, tugging on her arm. Her phone buzzed in her back pocket. She took it out, frowning at the screen. For a moment, her face looked so distraught, I wanted to ask her what was wrong. My hand was still on her arm, and she shrugged it off, annoyed. I felt stupid. She’d been like this with me lately—vague…distant.

“Who’s your cousin’s friend?” My sister looked pointedly at Dupont. “And how exactly does this creeper know me?”

She started walking, long rose-gold waves bouncing against her back. I kept mine short and used gel to mat it down—which made my hair look darker than hers. We launched after her like minnows, darting through bodies to keep up. I looked over at Dupont resentfully, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Come on, Piper, everyone knows you. At all the schools. Before you danced for Jesus, you danced for us!”

That earned him a scalding look. Piper quickened her pace, but he slid into step beside her, knocking me out of the way. I harrumphed but hung back while he finished his appeal.

“I didn’t know you were matchmaking now,” she smarted without looking at him. I was endlessly impressed by how cool she was without even trying. How did we share a womb?

We were fifteen feet away from the door and freedom. I could practically taste my sandwich…

“He’s on the Wildcats football team, but that is all I’m saying.”

That’s all he had to say. Piper was interested. I stepped over someone’s lunch, bologna and mayo ground into the concrete. She was barely fifteen, but she had a definite type. Lately, my formerly boy-crazy sister’s type had been Jesus.

The school was behind us now; we walked with the flow of traffic, me holding the straps of my backpack as I trailed them.

“Why can’t he ask me himself?” Her voice was different—Dupont owned her in that moment. He seemed to know it too because he danced around, giving her the finger until she pinched him playfully on the arm. He had her full attention.

“Ouch! Okay! I’ll tell you!” he said, laughing. “His parents took his phone away, that’s all I know. He saw you at the game and asked about you.”

“What game?” I heard her ask, though she knew exactly which one. Piper liked that the chase was her game.

“His last name is Crimball.”

Dupont had just dropped her crush’s name, and she looked bored. Piper had no reaction. I had to give it to her, girl was hard-core.

“Why would I want to meet him?”

Dupont started laughing. He bent over like one of those dancing sock puppets and slapped his knee twice before straightening up. “Because every bitch in that school would spread for Crimball.” Lifting his arms straight up, he twisted his torso left, then right, then left again. His back cracked, and I frowned. He was right, but Piper was a sophomore and Matt was a senior. My sister was beautiful but so were plenty of juniors and seniors.

“I have to give him an answer,” Dupont said. “Don’t shoot the messenger… How about Saturday?”

We stopped at a red light as Piper considered this. “Oh, all right then, I guess I can.” She looked back at me like I was her personal assistant. “We were going to the mall anyway, remember? I guess we could say hey or whatever…”

I nodded dutifully. There were spicy pickles in the fridge, I could use the leftover roast beef from dinner and—

“Awesome,” Dupont said. He smiled at Piper, shot an air gun at me, and shuffled off to go hustle someone else.

“We were going to see a movie,” I said as the light turned green. I’d been waiting to see that movie for weeks, and Piper promised she’d go with me.

“Not anymore,” Piper shot back. I recognized the look on her face and knew I was fucked.

“You take Sundays, now you want Saturdays as well?”

“It’s not my fault we go to church, Iris. I just leaned into what Gran made us do.” She was right but I didn’t care. We both used to complain about church all the time. Then all of a sudden, I was the only one complaining. It felt like a betrayal, for her to start liking something we’d hated together.


Later that night, when I was helping Gran make dinner, she asked if I was excited to see the movie. We were moving around each other to get to things, the kitchen a mere sliver of space. I heard the hiss of something in the frying pan, the TV playing in the living room. The commercial was about yogurt, and everyone was dancing.

“We’re going to the mall instead.” I was dismissive as I stood over the sink, rinsing vegetables. Gran leaned over from the stove to stare at me. She was wearing a lavender sweater set underneath a lime-green apron.

“You were born six minutes apart. Not six years, you know… You don’t have to go along with whatever she wants.”

“It’s fine, Gran.” I could hear the exasperation in my own voice. I dumped lettuce into a bowl with a handful of cherry tomatoes, and grabbed the ranch from the fridge.

“Will there be boys?” She held up the spatula as she glared at me, meat popping in oil.

“You look like a neon demon,” I told her.

“Don’t let her out of your sight,” Gran said firmly. “I mean it. I’m not raising her babies.”

I couldn’t voice the irony even if I wanted to—that Gran was referring to the twin who actually went to church. Regardless, if Gran told me not to let her out of my sight, that’s exactly what I’d do.

“What about me, who watches me?”

She rolled her eyes. “You take care of yourself, it’s my favorite thing about you…”

I was so shocked by her words that I froze. What a thing to say, I thought, hands cradling the wooden salad bowl. Gran flipped the patties, oblivious.


On Saturday, I pretended to read a novel on my bed while Piper sat on her knees in front of our mirrored closet doors. There was an array of things around her: brushes and tubes in toddler colors. She slapped at her face with her fingertips, brushed her eyebrows with a wand. The end result was me with a good filter. “Does the cult know you’re not attending service tonight?”

I was eating a Slim Jim, trying to get under her skin for changing our plans and being pretty. It had become a habit of mine to catalog our differences. I was the dull-skinned twin, the late bloomer, the one with a snaggletooth. People’s eyes skimmed over me and landed on Piper. She’d been unfairly favored in utero. Though we both had blue eyes that curved up at the corners and our coloring was blond on olive, I looked sloppily put together, like a genetic afterthought. Piper looked like a designer doll.

“I hate it when you stare like that.” She cast a glance at my reflection in the mirror as she reached for a section of hair. The curling process had begun.

“That’s why I do it.” I was down to the last inch of my Slim Jim and sad about it.

“You’re just like Dad,” she said.

“You’re just like Mom.” Neither was a compliment, so we glared at each other until Piper burned her hair and yelled at me to get out.

Another one of our differences: Piper’s was an explosive anger, and I was passive-aggressive. Aggravating her was my one true joy.

My preparation for the mall involved wrapping my hair into a knot at the nape of my neck and putting on a clean T-shirt. We met outside the front door of the apartment—me snapping gum, her taking a selfie. There was no one to tell that we were leaving; Gran wouldn’t be home until seven.

“Ready?” She didn’t wait for my answer as she flipped the hood of her rain jacket up and darted for the bus stop, her Converses tiptoeing around the puddles. I took my time zipping up my hoodie before I followed behind her, hoping the bus would come and leave me. Oops. I could go back inside with a clear conscience and read.

“Hurry up, Iris!” The bus was wheezing to a stop. I had a brief moment of defiance where I wanted to run back to the apartment and lock myself inside, but the bond I so rudely shared with my sister pulled me forward. Where she went, I went.


We got Slurpees from the 7-Eleven because Piper thought walking around the mall with Burger King cups was trashy. She always got whatever flavor was red and filled her cup so full it mushroomed out of the plastic hole like lava.

“If you get the blue, you’re going to have blue mouth,” she warned. Ignoring her, I filled my cup with razzle dazzle blue raspberry. She frowned, disappointed. Piper considered herself the worldly one. I found her naive, but to each their own. I made her pay for our Slurpees, and she grabbed my arm on the way out, her baby-blue fingernails squeezing apologetically.

“Are you mad at me?”

She knew I was.

“You’d only have lain in bed and read all day. Come on, Iris…”

“We had plans,” I insisted.

She stared straight ahead without acknowledgment, typical Piper. If she didn’t like it, she’d pretend it wasn’t happening. How often did her plans supersede mine? If she wanted to do something, she sulked until she got her way.

“What does Crimball want with you anyway? You can’t think this is real.”

Her face turned a bright pink, and her hand was abruptly gone from my arm—Oh, I’d pissed her off now. She stared straight ahead, her lips squishing together. “You’re such a jerk, I swear to god.” She walked ahead of me, her hips at a sway.

That was the precarious moment our futures could have forked; the bad, bad thing wouldn’t have happened, and my sister would still be with us. As Piper’s swaying hips got farther and farther away, I saw Gran’s face looming larger. Do not let that girl get pregnant! Gran was still holding on to last year’s version of Piper, and I couldn’t blame her. Piper had been expelled for inappropriate behavior on campus, which boiled down to making out with boys in empty classrooms. Gran didn’t seem to be buying into her religious stint any more than I was. My only choice was to follow her. Picking up my feet, I marched after her with a deep sigh, the resentment hot in my chest.

Who did she think she was, anyway? She looked ridiculous with her too-tight clothes, like she was playing at being an adult. If Piper had a baby, I’d be the one taking care of it. That thought pinged an alarm in my brain, and I ran to catch up—almost running into a mother and daughter coming out of Claire’s. I gave them a brief apologetic smile and hurried on, oblivious to the fact that there was something coming for us that was far darker, far harder to navigate than a teen pregnancy.


They saw us before we saw them. “Hey, Piper!”

We turned toward the voice. Standing against the wall between Victoria’s Secret and Jamba Juice was not Matt Crimball, the high school football star, but Colby Crimball, his meager younger brother. I could barely keep a straight face as we approached their leaning spot—Piper had been had.

Two years younger and five inches shorter, Colby had weepy eyes and a snub nose. To be fair, no one else in the Crimball family was good-looking. Matt was so much the outlier that there were rumors his mom had an affair with the high school coach around the time he was conceived, though I figured he was just gene pool lucky like my sister.

Piper was going to shit a brick over this.

Colby elbowed one of the guys next to him when he saw us. I glanced at her face and saw confusion flash to disbelief flash to her usual stony expression. “Where’s Matt?”

“Matt who?” Colby joked.

A few steps closer and I could see the bar piercing his eyebrow. Colby was flanked by two of his friends and Dupont in a yellow beanie, lurking off to the side looking pleased with himself. Knowing he misled Piper made me angry, angrier than I was at Piper. I glared at him.

“Whoa, you guys are twins? You don’t have the same vibe…at all.” Colby pushed off the wall and came toward us, his jaunty little stride pissing me off. He was wearing a purple hoodie, and a frizzy tuft of hair shot out from under his hood. He looked like the kind of guy who always had crusts in the corner of his eyes and was too lazy to wipe them out.

I was surprised when I heard Piper’s voice—“What’s that supposed to mean?” Her eyes turned their fury onto him, and he shriveled.

“Nothing. I was making a joke.”

“Yeah? It has to be funny to be considered a joke.”

“Take it easy, princess.” He backed away, palms up, then glanced over his shoulder at the other guys. His face was red, but other than that you couldn’t tell he was angry. I could tell. I felt it rising off his body like a dampness. I looked at my sister to see if she noticed, but she was focused on her own offense, probably planning her next words.

Dupont must’ve decided to smooth things over, because a moment later he was circling us, stopping between Piper and Colby, and he threw an arm around each of their shoulders. I took a step sideways to get out of his range. I didn’t want him touching me.

“Come on, we’re all here now…” He stank of cigarettes. I blinked hard, hating the smell. It reminded me of living with our mother. I saw a flash of her in my mind, passed out on the brown suede couch, a cigarette burning to ash in the green shell ashtray.

Dupont was still talking. “What do you say we have some fun? We’ll take you to the movies. Our treat.”

My ears perked up at the mention of a trip to my favorite place. I could practically smell the popcorn, but I did not want to go with them.

Piper glared at him, but instead of shaking her head, she shrugged. She was tugging on the ends of her hair—something she did when she was thinking.

“What the hell, Piper?” I said under my breath.

“I don’t want to go home…and besides, it’s free.”

I turned my head away and stared at the entrance to Claire’s, where a kid a few years older than us was getting his ear pierced. His girlfriend was holding his hand. They were cute, and I wished I was tagging along with them instead.

“Iris!”

“What?” I turned my attention back to them, realizing we’d become a group of six. Dupont, Colby Crimball, and the other two who he introduced as RJ and Angel—who looked like seniors or older. I made eye contact with the one he called Angel, who was looking from Piper to me with curiosity. He had short dark hair and a well-manicured goatee. The other one, RJ, had an elbow for a chin. His hair was dyed white-blond, and I could see an inch of brown roots.

Piper nudged me, and I pulled my eyes away from RJ. “You cool with that movie?”

I hadn’t heard them say the name of a movie, though I highly doubted we were headed to see the Victorian one I’d planned on watching today. But I supposed anything was better than hearing these losers talk.

It was my turn to shrug. “Yeah, whatever.”

We fell into step with Colby and Piper leading the way. Angel, RJ, and I fell into a line with me in the middle.

“Where’s Dupont?” I asked, looking around.

“He’s seen this movie, so he’s not coming,” Colby said over his shoulder. His hoodie—bright even in the color panic of the mall—guided me forward.

Ahead was the escalator that led to the theater. Angel and RJ had drifted a bit behind me, which made me feel like I was being herded. But Dupont’s sudden absence bothered me. He treated these guys like celebrities, so why would he bail at the last minute?

I glanced back at Angel, who was staring at me again—it was creepy. I cleared my throat. “Wasn’t this his idea?”

“Dupont has a lot of ideas.” Colby’s laugh was as annoying as his face. My sister, who had seemed revolted by the idea of him three minutes ago, was showing more than her usual number of teeth, dimples blaring. You’d think they were old friends.

Piper and Colby stepped on the escalator together, and I had a moment of panic as I stepped forward to take the stair beneath them. Sandwiched between my sister and Colby’s goons, I closed my eyes until it was time to get off. Something wasn’t right. This was all off.

The movie was a comedy that had been out for weeks and was getting terrible reviews, and the theater was empty aside from us. Colby led the way up the stairs to the back of the theater and into the last row.

“You said this movie looked stupid.” I slid into the seat next to Piper, putting her to my right. RJ sat on my left, and Colby and Angel took the end nearest the stairs—Colby right next to Piper, of course.

“Will you just relax?” she said between her teeth. “You ruin everything if you can’t get your way.”

I looked at her in shock. Did she really just say that to me? Her—the one who—

“What’s the problem, preppy? You need some snacks?” Colby leaned forward to look at me. I stared back without saying anything until he broke eye contact and looked at RJ. “You guys good?”

RJ nodded, then both he and Angel stood up. “Snacks coming up,” he said to me. His eyes were comically large like he was talking to a dog.

God, Piper was going to hear it later! Was she really giving this idiot the time of day after he tricked her into coming? I glared at them, but they were oblivious. Colby was showing her something on his phone, and she was squealing in either horror or delight. It didn’t even matter that he wasn’t Matt; he was a Crimball, and that’s all my sister cared about.

“I’m going to the bathroom.” I stood up, waiting for her to say she was coming with me. But when she didn’t look up from Colby’s phone, I huffed off on my own. It was what Colby shouted to me as I reached the bottom of the stairs that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

“We don’t need you to come back if you don’t want to. We have what we need!”






Chapter 3 Present

Shoal Island Hospital: a private facility for the criminally insane. I’d been chosen to enter their internship program, it was like winning the grad school lottery. My advisor, along with two of my professors, wrote letters of recommendation. Two days after receiving the acceptance letter, an email pings into my inbox from a woman named Jordyn Whyte, who introduces herself as the hospital coordinator. The packet, as she called it, holds all the information I’ll need for my first day: I would need to catch the ferry from Seattle to Anacortes, from Anacortes a water taxi would take us to Shoal Island. Jordyn included the ferry schedule and the name of the water taxi: The Sea Glass. I print the vague map of the island, an even vaguer map of the hospital, and the rule handbook. I will need a badge to board the water taxi, but I won’t get it until my first day of work. She explains that she’ll call ahead to let the captain know that a new hire would be boarding his vessel. I’d have to take a ferry to reach the dock where the water taxi would pick me up: a watery quiet bus route.

It all seems so quaint—the upside of taking a boat to work, is the down time. Being a mom is a noisy task. Quiet thoughts were a luxury, I was my kid’s personal assistant. I was … am … a nurturing tour guide, and my little tourist asked a lot of questions: Why do we have to go? What is beach sand made of? What time are we leaving? Why do I have to eat that? Gran asked as many questions as Cal, but hers were about my personal life: Who are your friends? Why aren’t you dating? Why have you stopped drinking milk?

“Of course, I want to see where you’re working…” Her voice drops off, and I know what she’s thinking.


On Friday morning, we float by Shoal Island on the 9:20 a.m. ferry. The place is unreal—like it’s filtered. I snap a few photos from my phone, extending my arms over the side of the railing to get a better shot.

I’m studying the photos when Gran speaks close to my ear. “Manmade things can’t capture that type of beauty. Look with your eyes…”

I almost drop my phone in the water. “Gran, why?” She was forever sneaking up on me with her librarian stealth.

She smiles. “So jumpy!”

I hold my smart-ass retort on the tip of my tongue before swallowing it down. I am twenty-four years old and still frightened of my teeny-weeny grandmother. But in my defense, before Gran was a librarian, she was a prison guard. And before that, she stripped at the Emerald City Gentleman’s Club. Back then her stage name was Emele Dickinson, and she danced during the busiest hours of the night. Resourceful, tough, smart—and one hundred percent unapologetic. My hero.

Gran smirks at me and looks back at the water, smug. I tuck my phone away and look with my eyes at the oversaturated greenery of Shoal Island. One hundred thirteen acres of rock, beach, and forest, the island juts grandly from the Salish Sea like a wine cork. There is no public ferry service to Shoal. Access is by water taxi or private ferry only.

We lean over the railing, letting the wind hit our faces and breathing in the smell of the sound. In front of us, a sheer cliffside gives way to a rocky beach; a hundred yards more, and the beach gives to a dock. A water taxi bobs in the water as people in green scrubs make their way off. From the dock, there is a pathway that leads up an incline, disappearing over the other side. The island is hilly, and for a minute I worry that we won’t be able to see the hospital from the water. But as the ferry hustles north alongside the shoreline, the view opens up briefly, giving us a look at the rear of the building perched atop a rock cliff and staring toward the ocean. It is three stories high, and dozens of windows dot the brick, giving their occupants an endless view of the water.

“Those are the patients’ rooms,” I tell her. She stares tight-lipped as the rock cliff curves and dips down. We see trees tightly packed into a forest, and then through a clearing we’re given our first glimpse of the front side of the building nestled between two forests on a huge expanse of green lawn.

In the center of all that green is the fog, thick as clouds and holding a hulking structure in her fist: Shoal Island Hospital for the criminally insane.

“That’s the scariest place I’ve ever laid eyes on, and my eyes are old.” Gran, aggressive about her disapproval, turns her back to me, her shoulders stiff. But it doesn’t look scary to me; it looks like a building that has gone through dozens of renovations. A Victorian house in the front, a lodge house to the side, and to the rear is the hulking brick structure that sits on the cliff.

If I’m being honest, Gran has a right to be worried. She’s already lost a granddaughter, and she is great-grandmother to a eight-year-old boy. If something were to happen to me, she is too old to take care of Cal by herself. She’d do it, of course, but what would happen when she—

I shake off the thought. If everything works out as planned, I’ll have my answers soon. But then what? That’s the next obvious question. Will I be free to move forward, or still be addicted to chasing the past—a trauma-drunk Indiana Jones? I’ve been raising a boy and going to school for the last nine years, but every second in between has been spent on my sister’s case. I honor her with those minutes and hours and days—because the police never did.

“It’s kookamatoo,” Gran says—her word for something that is crooked or wrong. Gran has a long list of things that are kookamatoo: the internet, men, the prices at Whole Foods, Game of Thrones, electric can openers…

I glance sideways at her. “It’s a hospital for the criminally insane, it’s supposed to feel kookamatoo.”

Shoal is behind us now, and I’m shivering from the cold. The fog hangs over the water, which has suddenly become choppy.

“Want to go inside and get a coffee?” I ask.

She turns toward the doors that lead inside the ferry, beelining to the snack kiosk and warmth. I know she is struggling to understand my reasoning for this. I’m past trying to understand it, years past—I’m at the acceptance stage. It is a nice place to be, unless you’re Gran.

I follow her inside as she silently rumbles. She is wearing jeans and the sweatshirt I asked her not to wear: I’m with Crazy—which at the moment insinuates me! Hiding her shock of white hair is a knitted Seahawks hat, the pompom on top bobbing viscously.

“Gran, can you slow down?”

She speeds up.

Cal says that when Gran and I get like this we act like children, which is a humbling statement from an eight-year-old. It doesn’t stop me though.

“The Seahawks suck, Gran! And everyone but you knows it!”

She doesn’t turn around, but her middle finger shoots up.

I laugh, because man, do I love Emele Dickinson.
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