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PROLOGUE

I dream of you sometimes.

Erratic and impulsive, just like in life, I never know when you might show up. When I might close my eyes, attempt to lose myself in the merciful black, only for your face to click into existence like an intrusive thought. Like an unwelcome visitor, your foot wedged in the door, coercing your way inside my mind the way you always did.

The dream, though. It’s always the same. Walking into the bathroom at night, bare feet cold on the slick white tile. All the lights off as I stare at my reflection in the vanity mirror—only it’s you I see, not me. It’s you: haunted, strange, features murky like old bathwater, rippled by time and the lukewarm memories. Eyes like sea glass, foggy and unfocused. The kind we used to collect at the beach. You’re eighteen in my dream, the age you were when you disappeared. Forever young, eternally perfect, preserved in amber like an ancient relic. No matter when you come to me, though, always, every time, you stare at me and I stare back. Always, every time, I see your face instead of my own. Every tilt of the head, every twist of the neck, like the mirror is glass and you’re right there, right in front of me. Twenty-two years spent trapped on the other side.

Mocking me, miming my movements. Unattainable yet somehow still within reach.

I just wish I knew what you were thinking. I wish I had access to that beautiful brain of yours so I could wade through the folds of it and finally understand.

So I could dissect it, dissect you: Natalie Campbell, my beguiling big sister.

Instead, in my dream, I extend my fingers and you extend them right back. I reach out to touch you, to prove to myself that you’re still real, but before I can get to you, before I can feel your skin on mine, you turn to fog in my grip and waft away like the wind.




CHAPTER 1

Sounds of the city slither into the dark bubble of my apartment: cars coughing awake, the impatient honk of a rush-hour horn. I’m listening in the way one might listen to a late-night siren shrieking down the street, a neighbor’s angry whispers seeping through the walls. Detached, distant, just barely conscious enough to register that it’s early evening, I think, judging by the string of orange light leaking through the crack in my curtains. The overwhelming smell of garlic that permeates my apartment whenever the Chinese restaurant beneath my building gets their dinner rush.

My phone is buzzing across the coffee table again and I try to ignore it but the sound is incessant, pesky as a mosquito, so I roll over on my couch and glance at the screen, a cascade of text messages staring straight back.

Helloooo? Claire?


Are you alive?


I gaze at the words, guilt licking the back of my neck for ignoring Ryan like this. I don’t really want to talk to him right now, I don’t want to talk to anyone, but at the same time, I know I owe him a response. He didn’t do anything wrong.

No


I type at last, flipping onto my back before dropping the phone on my chest.

That’s too bad


he promptly replies.

I was just starting to like you.


Despite my mood, it elicits a smile.

Where are you?


he asks as I glance around my living room, wincing at the takeout cartons and cloudy glasses. I hadn’t noticed it before, but it’s starting to smell a little sour in here. Like old laundry and selfloathing. I should probably take out the trash.

Home


I say, watching as an ellipsis appears and disappears. Ryan, apparently, trying to decide how to respond.

So you’re not coming?


I stare at the screen, attempting to decipher what exactly he means when the sting of understanding shoots through my chest followed by a deep wave of shame.

“Shit,” I mutter, finally realizing why he’s been calling, texting, no doubt waiting for my arrival at the bar down the street. It’s Saturday, which means his party is tonight. A party to celebrate his recent promotion.

A party that’s been planned for over a month now, one I promised I’d attend.

I sigh, pushing the heels of my palms into my eyes. Then I reach for my phone again, ready to tap out some half-hearted excuse when it buzzes in anticipation, beating me to it.

It would mean a lot if you did.


I bite the inside of my lip, gnawing hard on a chunk of raised flesh. Then I sit up, head swimming from the sudden movement.

Of course I’m coming


I finally respond.

Getting in the shower now.


Studying my toes, dirt and hot water swirling fast down the drain, it’s hard not to reflect on the irony of it all. On my attempted rinsing of sins, that frenzied cleansing. Ten whole years spent clawing my way into the investigative unit at The New York Journal—a form of atonement, no doubt; a therapist’s dream—and the fact that it took ten seconds for me to flush it all away.

All that progress just suddenly gone, slipped straight through my fingers before vanishing completely like the water beneath me.

I’m on the sidewalk thirty minutes later, a cotton dress grazing my knees and strands of wet hair still stuck to my neck. My skin feels slick, a thin film of sweat dampening everything. Growing up in the South, you’d think I’d be used to the summer heat, the general state of discomfort for six months of each year, but July in New York is its own brand of unbearable. I keep my head down as I walk, eyes on my feet as I sidestep the drunken stumblers, the glammed-up girls heading out for a night of indulgence. Narrow heels navigating the sidewalk grates enveloped in clouds of lavender deodorant and honey perfume.

I pass a few bars bulging at the seams, restaurants with diners sitting close over quivering wicks, before finally ducking into the dark entrance of Vern’s, a grungy little tavern I know Ryan only picked due to its proximity to my apartment, the minimal effort it would require for me to come.

Which, of course, makes me feel infinitely worse for forgetting.

I step inside, feeling my eyes adjust to the dark before I take a deep breath, the sour smell of spilt beer mixing with the stink of too many people in too small of a space. Then I scan the room slowly, taking in the cheap fluorescent lights hanging from strings on the ceiling, wet napkins stuck to the wood of the bar. There are dollar bills tacked to every inch of the wall, edges curling from the eternal damp. This isn’t Ryan’s usual scene, a nonchalance so deliberate it feels manufactured.

Like this whole party is his attempt at downplaying it all, the promotion I had been working toward for years being handed to him instead of to me.

I wander in further, ignoring the prying eyes of all my old colleagues. I return a couple sad smiles, keeping my chin parallel to the ground, before finally catching a glimpse of him from across the room, rolled-up sleeves revealing the veins in his forearms. His shirt is untucked, collar yawning wide enough to expose the nominal hair on his chest, and I let myself simply watch for a second. Watch the way he rests his weight onto the edge of the bar, fingers in the air as he attempts to get the bartender’s attention.

The way he dips his other hand into his pocket and checks his phone, the subtle disappointment as he slips it back in.

I run a hand through my hair, a half-hearted attempt at composing myself before sidling up beside him and sliding my way onto the stool by his side.

“Hey,” I say, giving his shoulder a squeeze. “Sorry I’m late.” Ryan turns toward me, finally, relief and surprise in equal measure. He didn’t actually think I’d show up.

“There she is,” he says, a pep in his voice as I avert my eyes, pulling my own phone out of my pocket and placing it face up on the bar. There’s a moment of silence between us, a handful of seconds when both of us are clearly trying to decide what to say next.

“Thank you for coming,” he says at last, and I watch as he starts to pick at a coaster, the cheap cardboard kind that begins to disintegrate once it gets wet.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I respond, even though, half an hour ago, that’s exactly what I was trying to do.

The bartender appears with a bottle of beer and Ryan pulls it toward himself, ordering another one for me. Then he turns in my direction again, a new expression in his eyes like he’s about to come clean with something important, something he’s been steeling himself to say, but just as his lips begin to part, a headline uncurls across a grid of TVs. Our noses turning like a pack of bloodhounds picking up scent.

BOYFRIEND FOUND GUILTY IN MURDER OF EIGHTEEN-YEAR-OLD GIRL

I hear a whoop from across the room before vaguely registering a second body as it appears beside us, the slap of a hand against Ryan’s broad shoulder. Then there’s a murmur of cheers, a round of shots, and I attempt to smile through it all, attempt to soften the perpetually sharp lines of my face, though I’m sure he can tell my expression is strained.

“So, regale me with tales about the life of the liberated,” he says at last, turning toward me once we’re alone again. “Still everything you hoped it would be?”

“Everything and more,” I lie, nodding at the bartender once she arrives with my drink. “Hours are good, the flexibility is nice.”

“No more meddling cubemates and cold pot coffee.”

“Yeah, that last guy was a real prick.”

Ryan chuckles, shakes his head.

“Working on anything interesting?”

I chew on my lip, not sure how to reveal that I’ve been working on absolutely nothing since the last time we talked. That after putting in a whole decade at The Journal only to be passed over for a promotion I was sure would be mine, I had quit in favor of freelance and was secretly starting to think I’d made a mistake. A few weeks of reflection had made me realize I had done it in haste, a bitter distaste for my boss mixing with a profound exhaustion at having spent the last ten years working the police blotter. My stories amounting to nothing more than a summarization of the most mundane murders, the way they usually are.

Another gas station robbery, another pistol-whipped kid just trying to buy drugs.

“I have a few leads,” I say, tearing at the beer label with my right hand. I leave out the fact that none of them have gotten back to me; that practically every email I’ve sent in recent memory has been met with a smothering silence.

“That’s great,” he says. “One of them is bound to pan out eventually.”

I smile, hating the pity in his tone. The fact that we both know it’s not true.

“Listen, Claire. I know you’re having a hard time with this.”

I twist my neck, still distracted by the glimmer of the TVs. There’s a mug shot on the screen now, a twenty-something-year-old man dressed in orange, and I watch as the image flips to a truck, police tape wound around the doors as I start to imagine how it might look inside.

Scratch marks on the leather and fingerprints on the dash. Bloodstains like a Pollock painting, luminol everywhere.

“My promotion,” Ryan adds, drawing me back. “Everyone here knows it should have been yours.”

“Oh,” I say, the knot in my chest loosening once I understand what he means. He thinks I’m jealous, and while that is partially true, the particulars are infinitely more complicated than that. “No, Ryan. I’m happy for you.”

“Are you sure?” he asks. “Because these last few months, you’ve been different. Distant.”

“Positive,” I say. “You deserve it.”

He nods, though he doesn’t seem convinced.

“Then what is it?” he asks as he twists the glass neck of the bottle between his fingers, a rhythmic whoosh on the bar like the blood in my ears.

“What is what?” I ask, playing dumb, though he simply arches an eyebrow, refusing to indulge in my meager attempt at denial.

I stare at him now, trying to decide how to respond as the entirety of our friendship stretches out before me. Ten whole years of misty mornings and red-rimmed eyes, nothing but a particleboard partition between us, until one day I blinked and realized he was the closest thing to a friend I had in the world. It leads to an inevitable intimacy, doing what we do. Surrounding ourselves with stories of death … but still, even Ryan doesn’t know everything about me.

He knows very little, in fact, when it comes to my past.

I exhale, an oily guilt slipping through my stomach, because no matter how hard I try to justify it all, a lie by omission is still a lie. I’ve known that for a long time.

I open my mouth, my tongue teetering on the edge of another excuse, when I hear the buzz of my phone against the bar top. The glow of the screen drawing both our eyes down.

“You can get that,” he says, although his words barely register as I stare at the display. A name I haven’t seen in a long, long time.

“It’s fine,” I mutter, everything suddenly Novocain-numb as I search my mind for the date, for anything else I should have remembered, trying to figure out why I’m getting this call.

My hands stay stuck by my sides, unwilling to move, until the ringing finally stops. Only then do I flex my fingers, wrap them around the bottle to give them something to do.

“If it’s important, he’ll call back.”

Ryan nods, turning toward his beer, but immediately after my phone stops ringing, I watch as the screen lights up again. That grating noise against the old, stripped wood like the sharp chatter of teeth.

“Looks like it’s important.”

I swallow, watching the device dance across the table as Ryan starts to turn back in my direction, his eyes drilling into the side of my face. I can practically feel his confusion, a climbing curiosity about why I’m refusing to answer the phone, so I force myself to pick it up, hitting Accept before lifting it slowly up to my ear.

“Hello?” I ask, trying to stay calm as I listen to the sound of slow breath through the receiver. There’s an uncomfortable stillness between us, thick like two strangers on opposite sides of a door. “Dad, are you there?”

“Hi, Claire.”

I exhale at the sound, although his voice sounds different, distant, like he can’t quite believe he’s calling me, either.

“What is it?” I ask, the alarm continuing to spike in my chest because my father and I do not do small talk; there has to be a reason why he’s calling, and whatever it is, I already know it’s not good. “Is everything okay?”

I hear him sigh, a long, defeated sound, as I imagine his face on the other side of the line. Fingers massaging his eyes like this conversation is a migraine he’s trying to fight off.

“Claire, it’s your mother,” he says at last. “There’s been an accident.”




CHAPTER 2

I feel my back lengthen, my posture suddenly ramrod straight as those words, an accident, light up my nerves like an electrical shock.

“What do you mean an accident?” I ask, registering Ryan perk up beside me. A look of concern flashing across his face. “What kind of accident? What happened?”

“She’s fine,” my dad says. “But she’s a little banged up. She can’t walk up the stairs, which, of course, makes navigating the house a bit of a challenge.”

“What happened?” I repeat, irritation bubbling up at the way he’s directly avoiding my questions. The same thing he’s always done.

“She fell through a board on the back deck,” he says with another sigh, almost like he’s annoyed by the whole thing. “Broke her leg in three places. Sprained her wrist, bruised a few ribs.”

I exhale, a sense of relief flooding through me. I’m not close with my mother, either—I haven’t been in years—but I realize now that those few seconds of thinking I might have lost her had sent an inexplicable panic through my chest. A surprising sensation I don’t know how to explain.

“That deck is a mess,” I say, not sure why that’s the first thing to pop into my head. “It’s been falling apart for years.”

“Yeah, well, the house is old,” he says. “And you know your mother. Never been one to fix things herself.”

We’re both quiet, his insinuation, whether intentional or not, digging up old, buried resentment.

“Anyway, it might be good for you to come back for a little. Lend her a hand around the house.”

“Come back,” I repeat, the idea almost too foreign to fathom. The nonchalance of his statement, like he doesn’t understand the scale of what he’s actually asking.

“Yes, come home,” he reiterates. “Your mother could use some help at home, Claire.”

“But I have work—” I start, though I suddenly stop myself, sensing Ryan leaning farther in my direction. Obviously picking up on my lie.

“It would just be a few weeks,” he continues. “Can’t you write from anywhere?”

I stay quiet, annoyed at his assumption that I can just abandon my life at a moment’s notice—as well as the fact that he’s more right than he realizes.

“You know she doesn’t like asking for help,” he says when I don’t answer. “The only reason I even know about it myself is because her neighbor called me after she found her trying to drive herself to the hospital.”

I sigh, pushing my fingers into the corners of my eyes as I imagine my mother’s ratty black Civic juddering down the driveway; clipping a curb before it limped down the street.

“She’s gonna kill herself,” he adds. “Or someone else, for that matter, if she tries to drive again.”

I release my hand, twisting my beer across the counter. Watching the little wet rings start to swirl as I rack my brain for some other excuse.

“She doesn’t have anyone else,” he continues, apparently switching tactics from logic to guilt.

“Let me think about it,” I say, eager to get off the phone before he can start dredging up talk of my sister, all the still-gaping wounds of our past.

“Yeah, sure,” he says, palpably relieved that I’m even considering it, and although my parents have been divorced for over twenty years now, it’s moments like these when I can tell he still cares.

I glance over at Ryan, managing a half-hearted smile to let him know I’m all right.

“And Claire,” my dad adds, drawing my attention back to the phone. “Don’t tell her it was my idea, okay?”

I hang up, the voices around me turning to static as my eyes drill hard into the bar. I can practically feel my skin buzzing as the thought of going back snakes its way through my system, my limbs suddenly heavy like they’re filled with sand.

“Well, I’ll be damned.”

I blink back to the room, the loud clack of billiard balls in the background as a new voice cuts its way through the fog.

“I was starting to think you weren’t going to show up.”

“Mike,” I say, squaring my shoulders as I attempt to shake off that conversation, my former boss materializing by my side.

“Haven’t seen your byline in a while,” he says, reedy lips twisting into a smirk as I feel his broad arms brush up against mine. He’s standing too close, a habit he’s had since the moment I met him, and I fan out my elbows in an attempt to take up more space.

“Doesn’t mean I’m not working on anything.”

I watch his smile stretch before he plucks a straw from the caddy and bends it in half, using the sharp edge to pick at his teeth. His skin is a caramelized brown, his hair slightly shorter than it was a few months ago. The thin gray strands buzzed so close I can see the spherical shape of his skull.

“You know, you can always come back,” he says next, his voice dipped low like he’s doing me a favor. The leathery scent of cigar stuck to his tongue. “Your desk is still there, all sad and empty.”

“That won’t be necessary, but thanks for the offer.”

He stares at me for a second before shaking his head, a disillusioned little bob like he can’t understand. Then he turns toward Ryan before slapping his hand against the base of his neck, the intensity of the blow jolting Ryan’s whole body forward.

“This guy,” he says, shaking his shoulder with too much force. I glance to the side, noticing a flush creeping into Ryan’s cheeks that he tries to mask by taking a swig of his beer. “Gave him a promotion and you’d think someone died with the way he’s been moping around.”

I force a small smile, my attention lingering on the slope of his jaw as he swallows; the familiarity of it, the reliable shape. He has his usual five-o’clock shadow, although I know he shaved this morning. He shaves every morning. Back at the office, I always made fun of the way he looked so different in the evenings, thick black stubble shading the skin of his cheeks, the stretch of his neck. His face a sundial showing the passage of time, physical proof we were working too late.

“You been following this thing?”

My gaze drifts over to Mike again, then back to the TVs, talking heads now condemning a dead girl for dating a guy who wasn’t her age. For sending him selfies, for low-cut tops.

“Here and there,” I say, attempting to downplay the fact that not only have I been following it, but that I’ve been watching it unfold with a sad obsession: the clothes, the car. The attractive young girl and the older man who killed her for reasons nobody could begin to explain.

“Sick shit,” Mike continues, although he almost sounds pleased. “Anyway, think it over. Pride won’t get you a paycheck, you know.”

He ruffles my hair and I watch in silence as he walks away, a quiet anger simmering beneath my skin.

“Are you all right?” Ryan asks after Mike is gone, his voice soft like he’s embarrassed for us both.

“Yeah, screw him,” I say, bringing my beer back to my lips. “There’s no way I’m crawling back now.”

“I don’t mean that,” he says, before gesturing down to my phone on the bar. “I mean that.”

“Oh,” I say, remembering that conversation with my dad now, the cold dread starting to sink back in. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

“What was that about? Sounded serious.”

“It’s my mom,” I respond. “She’s okay, but my dad’s trying to get me to go home for a while.”

Ryan nods, both of us eyeing all the bottles lined up against the wall as he lifts the beer in his hand, gesturing to the bartender to deliver two more.

“I get the feeling you don’t want to go.”

I exhale, trying to work out how to explain as I think about the moment Ryan and I met, both of us settling into adjacent desks at The Journal during our shared first day on the job. The way he had asked about my past, my family, and me blurting out my little white lie.

I have a sister, I had said, Natalie’s porcelain face, so still and white, blazing through my mind like a forensic flash. But we haven’t spoken in years.

It wasn’t a conscious decision, keeping her from him. At least, in the beginning it wasn’t. I just wanted to be normal. I wanted to answer his routine questions with nice, polite answers—but then we got close, closer than I had ever expected, and it started to feel like the time had passed. He had accepted my vague explanation, did the nice thing and decided not to pry. I could tell he wanted to, though, and sometimes I could sense him tiptoeing toward it, slowly starting to work up the nerve, but I never let him get close enough.

I always deflected, changed the subject. Pushed my sister back into the box in the recesses of my mind, the place she’s lived for the last twenty-two years until night falls and she comes crawling back out.

“No,” I say at last, fingernails picking at the glass lip. “I don’t want to go.”

“Why not?” he asks, and I down my beer in one long gulp, the answer too knotty to fully untangle. Too complex to form into words.

“It’s been a while. I’m just having a hard time processing it all.”

“How long?” he asks, softer now as he senses we’re working toward something big, something serious. Something we should have discussed a long time ago.

“Since I graduated high school,” I admit, nodding at the bartender as she delivers our drinks. “Fifteen years.”

“Claire,” he says, lowering his bottle as he takes me in. “What the hell.”

“I’m not close with my parents. Clearly.”

“What happened?” he asks as my leg starts to bounce on the top rung of the stool. I know I’m stalling, dragging my feet, but the second the words slip from my lips, there will be no reeling them back in. They’ll be out in the open, unrestrained, this secret I’ve kept from him for ten whole years taking on a life of its own. Ryan will look at me differently, I know he will—but at the same time, it might be nice to ease the burden, to have another person to share in my pain. The truth has been living on the tip of my tongue for so long … but now, between the call from my father and the story on the news, the door is ever-so-slightly cracked open.

All I have to do is step through.

“Here,” I say at last, picking up my cell before I can change my mind. Then I open the browser and type Natalie Campbell before hitting Search. The articles are old but there are plenty to pick from so I click one at random and thrust it toward him, my heart in my throat as he grabs my phone. “Read this and you’ll understand.”




CHAPTER 3

I stumble home well after midnight, a warm buzz carrying me through the streets of the city and the hoppy remnants of beer on my breath.

I peel off my clothes as soon as I step inside, my dress puddling onto the floor with the rest of my laundry. It’s hot in here, my window unit barely able to keep up with the humidity hovering on the other side; even so, the gush of mildly cooler air in my apartment still chills the sweat stuck to my skin and I can feel it raise in reaction, fleshy little bumps responding to its touch.

I step around the clutter, bare feet navigating the spaces like I’m dancing through land mines, and plop down on my couch, grabbing my laptop from the far end of the cushion. Then I open the lid and tap at the keys, the glow of the screen illuminating my face like a flashlight as I type my sister’s name back into the browser, selecting the same result as before and watching as the headline appears on the screen.

BOYFRIEND ARRESTED FOR MURDER OF MISSING GIRL

I close my eyes, imagining Ryan’s pupils flicking back and forth while he read. The gentle drop of his jaw as comprehension clicked and the way he lowered my phone slowly, the sounds of the party suspended around us like we were suddenly the last ones left.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, a whisper of disbelief in his voice once he realized the scale of what I’d been keeping. The real reason for my mood over these last few months. Grief is not a rational thing, I know it doesn’t make much sense, but even though there are two decades of distance between these two cases—even though the story on the news now is not related to this story on my screen, to what happened to Natalie—the parallels between them have dug up so many old memories it’s been a bleak reminder of all the ways the world hasn’t changed.

How we’re all still dancing to the same, sick song. Little ballerinas spinning in circles. Constantly moving but going nowhere at all.

“I don’t know,” I admitted at last. “I guess I try not to think about it.”

“For ten years?” he probed, eyes narrowing as he took me in. “You’ve tried not to think about it for ten whole years?”

I stayed quiet, not sure what to say.

“Your sister was murdered, Claire.”

My eyes snap open, an instinctive flinch at the thought of that word like a finger grazing against a hot stove. Presumed dead is the technical term, but at this point, it’s a trivial change.

I begin to scroll now, taking in this article from August 2002. I know it’s not smart, traveling down this long, dark road, but I’m just drunk enough to be feeling a little too wistful. An emotional cutting I know I’ll regret. There’s a mug shot on the right side of the screen, the name in the caption identifying the man as Jeffrey Slater, my older sister’s secret boyfriend. The one none of us knew that she had. She had kept him from everyone, hid him like a bad habit she knew would come back to bite, and I lean in closer, my nose practically touching the glass as my eyes bore into the lines of his face. He had been attractive, no doubt about that, although it had been in that weathered sort of way: too-tan skin and sandy blond hair pulled into a bun at the nape of his neck. Muddy tattoos peeking out from beneath the collar of his shirt and a boyish quality to his lips, tipped up at the edges, even though he had been twentyeight at the time of his arrest.

Ten whole years older than her.

I keep scrolling, forcing myself to move on to the words. Then I skim the article, beginning to end, even though I know there’s nothing new in here. Nothing novel has come out about my sister’s case since Jeffrey was arrested, twenty-two years of anniversary articles with regurgitated details, an occasional blitz of fresh results when some podcaster catches a whiff and attempts to make it shiny again. Still, I rehash it all as I read about the clues, the car, the traces of Natalie pushed into his passenger seat: a thick blond hair with the root still attached, her fingerprint smudged on the passenger door. And all of that could have been explained, of course, except for the shirt soaked in her blood balled up in the glove box.

That had been the proverbial nail in the coffin. The reason he got life without the possibility of parole.

I glance down, eyeing the ominously edited pictures of our childhood home. Natalie’s window in the distance, cracked like a shell. At first, the cops insisted she’d just run away. They thought she’d be back in a few days.

She probably spent the night at a friend’s house or something, one of the detectives had said, a man by the name of Eric DiNello who had grown up with my mother, the small-town stereotype of everyone knowing everyone just a simple fact of life. You know how girls can be.

I blink a few times, my body floating like it’s been flung two decades into the past. Like I’m suddenly eleven again, legs kicking in the air as the detectives sat us down at our dining room table and tried to walk my mother off her mental ledge. Their theory had stuck around for at least a few days, especially once we realized a bag was missing. A black duffel bag Natalie kept in her closet. That, plus the lack of a body, had made it easy to hold out hope, but we were eventually told she probably died in that car, her DNA painting a grim picture of how her last minutes might have played out: the two of them fighting, screaming. Natalie capable of saying the most terrible things, her tongue a razor that knew just where to cut until her hand reached out and grabbed at the handle the moment Jeffrey’s reached out and grabbed at her hair.

Until she tried to leave and he yanked her head back before slamming it forward, blinking to find her body go limp. Fingers shaking with wet blood on his hands.

I click out of the article and launch a new window, trying to force my mind to switch gears. I log in to my bank account, my chest squeezing when I eye the number glaring back, dangerously low. Journalists don’t make much—especially at mid-tier papers like The New York Journal, especially after two months with no paycheck—and I do some quick math in my head, realizing that, in another two months, I’ll be down to single digits.

“Fuck,” I mutter, pushing my fingers into my eyes, feeling the sockets. Letting the world get blissfully blurry before forcing myself to pull my hands back.

I think of my old colleagues back at the bar; their pity-soaked smiles, pinched and tight, as I wound my way through the parting crowd. My former boss, that petty patronization cloaked as concern, and the fact that I’ve spent the last eight weeks in a vicious cycle of rage and regret. Maybe a month away could be good for my psyche; maybe a break from the city, from the pressures of trying to make it all on my own, could spark something new in my mind. Besides, if I spend the rest of the summer back home, I could rent out my apartment. Put a little more money in my pocket. Give myself a safety net so I won’t have to drain my savings completely.

I pick up my phone and click over to Contacts, tapping my mom’s number before starting a new text. Then I stare at the blank screen for a second, the cursor pulsing like a ticking clock, a beating heart. The sight of it sending a sharp chill down my spine. My parents are still in Claxton, that small fishing town on the South Carolinian coast. After their divorce, my dad moved into a new house, of course, but my mom still lives in the exact same one in which we grew up and I don’t know how she does it, to be honest. I don’t know how she can keep walking past Natalie’s bedroom, peeking inside.

Her twin bed forever unslept in, a closet full of clothes forever unworn.

I take a deep breath, forcing my thumbs to dance away at the screen. Then I type a few words, delete them. Rephrase, type something else, as I remember my dad’s plea not to mention his name before finally settling on something casual, vague.

Thinking about coming home for a visit. Any chance my room is open?


I shoot off the text and close my eyes, my jugular pulsing hard in my neck. I realize, after I’ve sent it, that it’s one in the morning and my mom is probably asleep—that, and she’s notoriously bad about checking her phone, anyway; it can sometimes take days for her to get back to a text—so I open my eyes and stand up quick, ready to make my way to bed when I feel the phone vibrate in my hand.

I look down, the screen suddenly bright in my palm as my mom’s number appears on the display, a generic M in place of a picture because I didn’t have any recent ones to use.

Would love to have you. The room is yours.


I swipe up, holding my breath as I read her response.




CHAPTER 4

I know I’m close by the scents seeping in through the open windows: salt, mud, the sticky film of the air itself gripping to my skin like drying glue. I rolled them down an hour ago, once I started to approach the coast, the exhaust from the city replaced by aromas I know deep down in my bones.

I can feel my hair whipping in the wind, strands getting stuck to the wet of my lips, the corners of my eyes. My phone perched in my cup holder, Google Maps narrating each turn because I’ve forgotten how to find my way home.

It’s funny, the things the brain chooses to recall. I can’t for the life of me remember street names but I instinctually know the tide is low solely based on the smell.

I take a left, the map now telling me I’m five minutes away. The sky is peach pink, a little bubble of orange barely visible on the horizon, and I watch as it shimmers against the water like the Earth itself is holding a mirror. Despite my fifteen years away, it’s a warmly familiar sight: the water, the reeds, the shade of green that glows so bright it looks practically neon at dusk. Comforting like an old stuffed animal, a childhood blanket wrapped warm around my shoulders.

I had forgotten, until this moment, that there are good things about this place, too. That it isn’t all synonymous with death.

I take a right, my car winding down a street that looks vaguely familiar like recognizing a face from my past but not being able to place the name. It’s so surreal to be back here, so haunting and strange, and I feel myself twitch as my phone rings through the speakers, the sudden sound pulling me out of my trance.

“Hey, Claire. Your renter is here,” Ryan says as soon as I answer. “I just dropped off the keys.”

“Thank you.” I exhale, a physical relief at this last piece of my plan clicking into place. I had found a tenant in record time, some intern in town for the summer, so after a flurry of deep cleaning, a couple hours spent hiding the evidence of my recent decay, I had collected my three thousand dollars and left the place in pristine condition with a request for Ryan to occasionally pick up my mail. “I really appreciate it.”

“Sure, any time.”

His voice cracks and I glance down at my screen, realizing I only have one bar of service. Claxton is in the middle of nowhere, a tiny little town surrounded by nothing but other small towns. The reception out here is probably terrible, a problem that hadn’t even occurred to me when I was a kid.

“Hey, look, I’ve been thinking a lot about what you told me at Vern’s,” he continues, his voice a little hesitant now, a little embarrassed, like he isn’t sure if he should keep talking. “And I just wanted to say that I think this will be good. Healing.”

“Healing,” I repeat, only half listening as my eye catches a glimpse of the next road sign, my old street now coming into view.

“You having a reason to finally go home.”

I stay silent, not sure how to respond.

“Have you ever heard of exposure therapy?” he asks, and I can’t help but smirk. Ryan has always been into this kind of thing: wellness blogs and self-help books, happiness podcasts and name-dropping his therapist in casual conversation. Like every small tragedy is an opportunity to grow. “Avoiding the thing you’re afraid of only gives it more power.”

“I’m not afraid—” I start to argue, my denial trailing off once I realize my hands are clasped too tight on the wheel.

I study the whites of my knuckles, their gentle shake.

“Yeah, I know,” he says, trying to backtrack, and I’m grateful he can’t see the way I’ve relaxed their grip, flexing my fingers to loosen them back up. “I just mean that you haven’t been home in fifteen years. That’s a lot of emotional weight. But if you expose yourself to it, little by little, maybe it can start to release its control.”

I push down my turn signal, distracted as my old house comes into view. It’s exactly as I remember it, brick by brick, almost as if time has been paralyzed in this little corner of the world. I can see the same tuft of weeds pushing its way through the pavement, the one I used to trip over when I ran up the driveway before coming down hard on stinging palms. There’s the familiar tangle of jasmine crawling its way up the walls, the citronella my mom planted to scare away the mosquitos. Rows of gap-toothed blinds covering the windows, the same slats still missing after all these years … although it does feel slightly smaller, somehow. Like the cartilage is wearing, shrinking down. The bones of the place shriveling with age.

“Claire?” Ryan asks when I don’t respond.

“Yeah, sorry, I’m having a hard time hearing you,” I lie, realizing I’ve been holding all the air deep in my throat, an old superstition like the place is a graveyard and I’m afraid it might come to life if I breathe. “The service out here. It’s not the best.”

“Oh, sure. I’ll let you go then,” he says. “But you can do this, Claire. I know you can.”

I hang up, my body on autopilot as I round the cul-de-sac curve. Then I pull into the driveway and kill the engine before catching a glimpse of the live oak in the back. It’s the same one Natalie used to climb down when she snuck out at night, its thick, long branches like twisting tentacles barely visible from behind the roof. There’s a slurry of feelings coursing their way through my veins now, a weightlessness like I’ve been injected with some strange drug. It’s the mental image of my mother, I think: sitting inside and holding her breath, just like me, because guilt and grief have turned us into strangers. The fact that she’s probably spent the last few days preparing for my arrival—hobbling around the house positioning pillows, running a dust rag over all the same spots— while simultaneously wondering when I would back out. If I’m being honest, I almost did. Multiple times. It would have been easy. I could have told her something came up at work, an assignment big enough to keep me in the city; or, better yet, I could have just never responded to her text back. I could have ignored it, the parental equivalent to a drunk text I was suddenly ashamed of in the harsh light of morning. She wouldn’t have pushed it; I know she wouldn’t have. Instead, we both would have let the possibility of seeing each other simply slip away, dissolving completely like a salt tab in water.

Turning into a murky memory that, with time, would leave nothing behind but a bad taste.

I catch a glimpse of movement now, the flutter of a curtain behind one of the windows, and I know she’s there, just on the other side. Watching me idle in front of the house. There’s a pinch of something strange in my chest at the sight, a cousin to the fear I had felt when my father first called. Shame, maybe, remembering as I listened to his final few words. His voice dipped into a whisper like the thing he was about to say next was too sad to admit out loud.

She doesn’t have anyone else.

The truth is, he’s right. My mother doesn’t have anyone else. Her parents died young, a car crash that claimed them long before I was born. She’s a divorced only child with no extended family at all and it feels so juvenile now, sitting here like this. Her only remaining daughter avoiding her like the plague. My mom and I have had our disagreements in the past. We’ve had our spats. With the benefit of hindsight and a fully formed brain, something I certainly didn’t have at eleven, I’ve realized there were things back then she should have done differently. She was the adult, it was her job to keep her kids safe … but at the same time, I know I’m far from blameless.

I did a lot of things I’m not proud of, too.

I exhale, my head starting to swim as I feel the bony fingers of fear crawl their way up my neck. Then I open the door and step outside, fighting the phantom sensation of two cold hands clasped tight around it.

Their gentle caress across exposed skin before closing softly and starting to squeeze.




CHAPTER 5

My mother comes to the door with a bottle of wine in one hand and a full glass in the other, ruby-red liquid threatening to spill over the lip.

“To celebrate your return,” she says by way of a greeting, hoisting it high, though I glance at the bottle, already half gone, and can’t help but wonder how long she’s been drinking. She’s never needed much of a reason before.

“Hi, Mom,” I say, pulling her in for a reluctant hug. There’s a black brace on her leg that makes her body tilt at a harsh angle; another on her wrist that digs into my spine.

“Welcome home, Claire,” she says at last, both of us letting go as soon as we can.

I step back, taking the free seconds to scan her face. I can’t help but register the way fifteen years have changed the lines of it. Everything looks deeper, settled in, soft like the well-worn surface of a leather couch, with permanent wrinkles and a dark stain to her skin. She looks thinner, too, flesh hanging off her bones like a mannequin modeling clothing two sizes too big, but although her hair is longer and streaked with gray, it’s still the same honey blond she passed down to her daughters.

“I couldn’t believe it when I got your text,” she adds.

“I couldn’t believe it when I sent it,” I admit.

She smiles at me, a red tint to
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