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      For all the friends, people who used to be friends, and frenemies… or whatever you call yourselves.

      That's between you.

      And this story is between us...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind kicks up, throwing fallen leaves, splattering damp rot against my face. Blades of grass stick to my forehead. I don’t bother to reach up and wipe them away.

      My hands are too dirty for that—to touch my own skin. I think they’ve been dirty my whole life. I couldn’t always see the filth, but sometimes the things you can’t see are the most devastating.

      I raise my eyes, peering around the trees once more. My shoulders ache—they’ve been aching for what feels like years—but I heft the large plastic bag across the soggy earth, twigs snapping as if trying to get me busted.

      Why did it have to come to this? Why is my life so completely and utterly fucked? Am I doing the right thing? What am I thinking, dragging this putrefying sack through the rain?

      But I already know.

      I’m doing this for her. I’m doing this for her. I’m doing this for her.

      The words run through my head over and over and over, my ears prickling until I realize I’m whispering them aloud with each yank. It’s a distraction, those words, but they’re also motivation. You’ve been that for me: motivation. I’m not sure I’ve ever been that for you… but I could be. I should be—after everything we’ve been through.

      So why do you keep choosing everyone else over me?

      “Do you think things will get better after tonight?” I ask. But the bag does not respond.

      “She’ll surely like me better than she liked you,” I try again and listen to the wind howl in agreement, though I’m not sure it’s true.

      But I’m the only one who’s ever tried to protect you—you’ll see that, right? After tonight, you’ll care about me a whole lot more. We can work together, protect each other. You’ll certainly care more about me than your stupid boy toys, your idiot friends. All the people you’ve always chosen over me.

      I drop the bag, panting. What am I thinking? It’s a pipe dream, and I know it—love for love’s sake. You only really care about those you can keep under your thumb, and I’ll be wedged deep under your thumb after tonight. But you’ll be under mine, too.

      Won’t you?

      I can’t shake the thought away—the idea that you’ll love me best, I mean. Can’t unsee the way those twists of bright red hair are poking out from the top of the bag. Can’t clear my nose of this awful stink either.

      Did you know that people shit themselves when they die? I didn’t know that before… but I sure as hell know now.

      Wind hisses through the trees, snaps rain against the fallen leaves like buckshot, and I can smell the heady musk of earth, of worms. But the edge of metal is what makes my nostrils tingle—the overwhelming reek of blood brushing past my nose every time I shift the plastic bag.

      The green reek of grass and worms dissipates quickly. But the iron sticks.

      Tears smart in my eyes, and I turn my face upward, blinking them away. And that’s when I see it: Scorpius. We’ve stared at the constellation together so often, glowing from the bedroom ceiling, that it feels like an old friend.

      “You’ll know we have to stick together after this,” I say to the stars. “You’ll love me best, right?”

      Scorpius twinkles, almost as if it’s winking. The pressure in my chest eases. Relief—hope—bleeds through my veins.

      Bolstered, I bend down and wrap my arms around the plastic, lifting with my thighs. My legs scream with exertion. My back is tight, tendons strained to the point of snapping.

      The ends are worth the means—I’m sure of it. But I still can’t believe you made me do this. I guess I shouldn’t be so shocked, but I can’t help it. Were you always so vicious?

      But I know the answer to that, too. The breeze seems to as well, whispering the answer in little panicked bursts, sending the branches clawing up at the scorpion made of stars.

      Yes.

      Yes.

      Yes.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            VIOLET

          

        

      

    

    
      What’s a little homicide between friends?

      I can still remember the look on your face when you said it, Gabs—the way your lip cocked up, crooked canine catching the light just enough to make it vampire-shiny, the way your ash-brown eyebrows knit together. Cute—you were always so damn cute, especially when we were younger. You were blonder then, too.

      You called them your “glory days,” back when you were “a real Scorpio,” when you took life by the balls and had the tits to back it up. Your tits are fine now, by the way. They won’t droop until we hit thirty or forty. By then, we’ll have more wrinkles, too—I already have fine lines around my eyes. I like them. I think they demonstrate that I’ve thought about things over the last twenty-eight years of life, unlike the bubbleheaded idiots I work with. But the cottage cheese that’s begun to curdle my thighs, and I presume yours too, will mean less work for me in the commercial modeling world. Big Al loves bubbleheaded idiots and thighs that have never experienced cupcakes.

      You’ll be fine in your professional world, of course—your livelihood has nothing to do with modeling or bubbleheads. But I’ll be out of a job. What did I expect? Using your body to get what you want—what you need—is a decidedly temporary ability. Gotta love the patriarchy.

      Anyway… sorry.

      I always get a little sidetracked when I’m nervous. And I don’t have anyone else to talk to about this. I mean, no one really wants to hear a model talk at all—I’m supposed to smile, play at innocent, demure, a vessel without a brain. That’s something agents like Big Al don’t tell you when they recruit you for modeling gigs. No agent ever goes, “How would you like to be a vacuous bimbo for the rest of your life, or at least play one on TV?”

      Remember that job we had in Toronto where they did voiceovers, as if our tones couldn’t properly convey what it was like to have food poisoning? You’d think anyone could grunt out a convincing stomach spasm—a fart would be enough to convey the point. They don’t even want me to cut the big green cheese, so they certainly don’t want to hear that I don’t feel safe on the set.

      Correction: they don’t care how I feel at all. So long as I smile and show off these department-store-brand jeans just right. Can’t see cottage cheese through denim.

      Anyway. I guess I just need to tell you, huh, Gabs? Rip the bandage off. Or, as you would say, “Speak your mind. Let that electricity flow out into the ether, Vi.” You were always so weird.

      But today is shaping up to be far weirder, and that’s really saying something.

      Despite the torrential rain that sent my piece-of-shit station wagon skidding, I got to the shoot before anyone else this morning. But you know me well enough to understand that I wasn’t auditioning for Ass-Kissing Freak of the Year.

      I had to drive my twin to the ER at four o’clock this morning, when it was still so dark that I rolled her chair over my own toes twice, trying to get her down to the car. Lilly has a horrible sore on the back of her leg where the wheelchair rubs against it. Usually, I’d dab ointment on it, wrap it for her until it healed, but it was too late for that—she couldn’t feel it festering until her leg was slipping around on the pus. Hence the pre-dawn trip to the emergency room.

      She’s fine, by the way. I know you worry about her, have since elementary school because she was geekier, shorter, not as adorable as we were. Once, in second grade, you said you wished that we were identical twins instead of fraternal—wished she had looked like me instead of our dad because she’d have an easier time at school, be bullied a little less. Even at home, I was my father’s favorite, the one who looked like my mom. Poor Lilly, you’d say. And I guess you were right in the end.

      So, in the spirit of this letter, whether or not I ever send it, I want you to know that with a few antibiotics, she’ll be as good as new… or as good as she can be.

      Me, less so.

      I felt the eyes on my back as soon as I dropped her off at her apartment. The quiet has a bad habit of whispering things unsaid. It’s like the universe has to fill the silence, and reminding you of your failures is as good as anything else. All the things I could have done differently this past year. All the things that might have saved me from myself—saved me from you.

      It’s far too late for that now. I know it—I’m not a bubbleheaded idiot. Maybe that inability to act, to change the past, is why my brain’s playing tricks on me.

      I don’t think it is a trick, though. The sense of impending doom got worse as I drove to the studio, worse still when I got out of the car, my heart smashing into my breastbone like a jackhammer. I couldn’t see anyone in the parking lot, but I felt them somewhere just beyond my line of sight. I didn’t see anyone in the studio either, but my back was slimed with sweat before I made it to the makeup chair. By the time I did see someone… well.

      The hairs on the back of my neck still feel prickly and angry. I’m home now, staring at that painting you did of two vibrant daisies, the stamen topped with little yellow hearts—yellow like our birthstone. It used to bring me comfort, the idea we could tackle anything together, make it beautiful again.

      That painting just makes me feel worse these days. Maybe because I can’t call you to talk about it. Maybe because it’s been three hours since I left the studio and my shirt is still soaked through with sweat. They had to pat me dry four times between photos. And every time they came up with that towel, I felt worse–unnerved. Shakier. Unsteady.

      I know what anyone else would be thinking: In this line of work, being watched is kinda the whole deal. You and I were always there to be watched and photographed and occasionally patted dry with rough towels by a spindly photographer’s assistant who’s probably never touched a woman outside of that slippery chore. The guy today breathed heavily the whole time, which only made me sweat more. Because it reminded me of… well.

      Anyway, Gabs, you know what I’m talking about. You might be the only one who understands me, the one who was there back in middle school, sitting with that talent scout at the mall, listening to his promises of work, of money, of a better future than what we had in bum-fuck-nowhere Michigan. You were also there for the sharp reality of the years that followed–the early morning shoots, the handsy photographers, the money that was never quite as good as promised, especially for what was being asked. You never knew about the diet pills I took to keep the weight off, but you definitely knew about the other drugs. The ones that kept the memories out.

      We were told we’d be tigresses on the prowl—wanted, coveted. I think we were always prey.

      And that’s exactly what I felt today in that studio, what I feel now, sitting in my kitchen: vulnerable. Hunted.

      No… maybe haunted is a better word. Yes, that’s it. In a way, I’ve felt haunted every day since it happened, but I figured it was a trick of the mind, my guilty conscience screaming at me, begging me to acknowledge it. To do better. I don’t have a single person I can express this to, probably why I’ll end up writing this letter and burning it—giving it back to the ether, right, Gabs? That feels more right than anything else, and definitely a thing you’d appreciate even if I never really subscribed to your new-age nonsense.

      If you were here, you’d probably tell me that the stars are just aligned in a strange way, that Mercury is in retrograde, so of course I feel a little off. Somehow, it’d probably make me feel better as if your absurd explanation could cancel out my own insanity and make me whole again.

      Even the other models at work today, in their blue jeans and dry shirts, didn’t understand what my problem was, despite it being right there in front of us. I think Jackie and Rosalie and Natalie and all the other models we’ve met over the years feel watched, too, but they only process the appreciation while ignoring the menace. They feel adored, not frightened.

      We always felt something they didn’t.

      Maybe they were popular in grade school, never had their backpacks stolen. We weren’t harassed in elementary, but by middle, we were lonely. By high school, we were pariahs. For more reasons than one.

      I wonder if you were here today whether you’d have seen the man standing in the back of the room, hovering near the far exit while the cameras pop-pop-popped. The other models didn’t see him—I asked. One of them scoffed about being able to see anything at all behind the blinding lights. Like I was stupid for even thinking it. They’d definitely think I was insane if they knew about the brand-new butterfly knife in my pocket.

      But I saw him—I’m sure. Tall with dark hair, and though I couldn’t see his face, the long rectangular shape of it was distinctive. Familiar. It couldn’t possibly be who I thought, of course, so I squinted, trying to figure out what made him so unnerving. There are always lookie-loos at photo shoots, but this felt different. How… still he was. Like a statue.

      For a moment, I thought it might be Rick. He and I have been off and on for a few months, and he wants nothing more than to be on. But no, the set of his shoulders wasn’t quite right. Maybe Holly’s father? I see his face at night sometimes—sometimes I see him in the daytime, too, though I’d never tell Lilly that. It’s the guilt that makes his weird eyes glitter meanly behind my lids when I’m trying to sleep, but Lilly’s ex wouldn’t show up at my job. I spent the rest of the shoot repeating a mantra in my head: It can’t be him, it’s not him, it’s not fucking him.

      When the session was over, I ran to the parking lot, hoping to catch a glimpse of the man who’d watched my shoot. If I did, surely I would realize he only resembled the man I thought. Then, with that confirmation, my heart might sink out of my throat and into its proper place. I might have been able to sleep—for once.

      But he was gone. Vanished as if he’d never existed. And now, sitting in the living room of the house where I grew up, looking at those little hearts in painted daisies that feel more like a tease than a promise, I feel lost. I’m surrounded by horrible silence and even more horrible memories. I’m staring at empty corners, but I feel him watching with those piercing blue eyes. Assessing me. Deciding when to strike.

      Have you felt him lurking since the day it happened? Am I alone in this? I’ve always been alone in a way, fending for myself, doing my best to save everyone else—save myself as an afterthought. But I’ve always failed in any way that mattered.

      And now I have no one to tell. I could scream a giant “Fuck caution!” to the universe, go to your house… but what if the cloud hanging over me follows, and you breathe it into your soul because Mercury is in retrograde or whatever the fuck you think happens when the earth spins?

      I wish I could talk to you, just for five minutes, Gabs, but I know that’s impossible. After what you did, I’m not sure I can ever speak to you again. And if I am being watched, if he really is here, hiding in the closet or waiting in the bushes for me to leave this house, I can’t do anything that might upset him—us being together might set him off. I know that’s a crazy thought, absolutely insane to think such a thing of a man who isn’t here—who can’t be here—but I can’t seem to shake it.

      I wish things could go back to how they were before your grandmother’s funeral. Back then, my only problem was making enough money to get my sister a new wheelchair, paying Holly’s private school tuition. My niece’s elementary education costs as much as the rent on Lilly’s wheelchair-accessible apartment, nearly as much as college. It’s ridiculous, but how do you argue with a mother in a wheelchair?

      Answer: you don’t. Because you’re not a monster.

      Especially when you know exactly why she’s in that chair to begin with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            GABRIELLE

          

        

      

    

    
      The last time you called me your best friend was before your father’s funeral, so I suppose it’s fitting that a funeral brought us together again. I’m curled up on my living room couch, writing to you, eyes occasionally drifting to my favorite picture that hangs on the adjacent wall. I bet you could guess which one.

      Grams is standing behind the white picket fence at the lake house, and you and I are standing in front of it with popsicles in our hands—those rocket ones with red, white, and blue. We were about the same height, but your dark brown hair was much longer, tied back in the braids I’d always do for us after a swim. Grams has her hands on each of our shoulders in a way that radiates my girls.

      Grams always liked you. I think she secretly wished I was more like you because you weren’t a quitter—still aren’t. She would have been so glad to know you came to pay your respects this spring. I was glad to believe that for the first time in eight years, you hadn’t quit me, though I more than deserved it after how I left things—after what I’d done.

      When you showed up at the cemetery that rainy Friday in a black dress—one I’d never seen—I’d never felt more distant from you. I used to know all your outfits. We’d pick them out together at the mall before our auditions, and we’d swap clothes… until you developed those amazing curves.

      As you strode towards me, you raised your umbrella, and we locked eyes. I know you saw the pain in my face, and you might have noticed I was shaking, but I doubt you mistook these things as signs of grief. I think you knew how much I missed you—how much I needed you—and you were there like you always used to be. You didn’t say a word when you reached my side, just turned to face the casket, but you made sure your umbrella covered us both. People call them “the little things,” but your gesture was anything but small.

      As the priest from Grams’ church spoke fondly of her, the same way anyone who’s ever known her has, it made me miss her even more. You placed your warm hand on my arm, and the goosebumps settled straight away, inciting a wave of comfort I desperately needed. My own boyfriend couldn’t make it, but you were there instead, warming my arm, covering me with your umbrella.

      Realization hit me like your floral perfume (a brand I didn’t recognize): despite the years that had passed—eight years without seeing each other—I was glad it was you there with me on one of the most difficult days of my life. That it was your arm linked in mine as I mourned my last remaining family member.

      But that wasn’t exactly true, was it, Vi? We weren’t related by blood, of course, but our bond was one of choice and just as binding—if not more.

      We were always more like sisters—at least, that’s how it used to be. That heart-breaking afternoon when we placed our white roses on Grams’ casket, I thought we could get that back. I thought the sisterhood that sustained us through the trauma and tragedy of our youth was within reach as we headed back to your car, weaving around the puddles on the path in sync.

      I thanked you for coming. You told me you wouldn’t have missed it—that you missed me. The comfort and safety of your presence replaced the loneliness I struggled with in the days following Grams’ passing. Vi, I swear I was finally able to fill my lungs with air when you showed up for me at her service.

      Growing up, I felt invincible with you by my side. In high school, you were so protective of me on those shoots—and with the industry vultures at the parties afterward. I don’t miss the modeling jobs and certainly not the parties. Maybe I was naïve—too out of place in that world. Keeping us safe always came naturally to you, and it kills me that I can’t say the same for myself.

      I get it now, though. My therapist helped me to realize that while I had Grams to nurture me after my parents passed, you had to be your own mother. You learned to look after yourself, Vi. But there were some things you couldn’t protect yourself from. I think that’s part of the reason I feel so guilty for bringing you into my messes—especially the one I’d give anything to take back.

      We never discussed the specifics of why we lost touch after your daddy’s funeral—I certainly never said goodbye. That word was verboten, far too final. But I should have apologized, not just hiccupped a confession between sobs. I’ve lived with the guilt of what happened, and if I’m honest, I didn’t want to bring it up once we reconnected because I was afraid that it would drive you away. I couldn’t risk that. I knew you hadn’t forgotten about it, and you must have known I couldn’t either. As they say, the elephant was always in the room, wasn’t it?

      They also say the only way to eat an elephant is piece by piece, and that’s what these letters are, Vi. They’re my way of removing the elephant and any other obstacle that could ever come between us.

      The night of Grams’ service, you convinced me to skip the depressing reception at the funeral home, cutting out early like we were skipping class. At the bar, you tucked your dark hair behind your ear, revealing the golden topaz stud earrings I bought you when we turned eighteen and I got my inheritance. You didn’t even realize they were our birthstone when you opened that box, and it’s part of what’s so endearing about you. When I told you, you gave me one of those looks that said I was silly, but it didn’t last long as you put them on and admired them in the mirror.

      I wished I’d worn my matching pair for Grams’ funeral, but I didn’t need identical earrings to tell me it was fate that brought us back together. It’s string theory, babe, and I know you felt the electricity in the air.

      We drank more whiskey at that bar than I usually did, even more than the night we met those cute boys at the lake house and went skinny dipping. That was the summer after we turned sixteen. Do you remember that? Somehow, you knew they were going to try to steal our clothes, so you challenged them to a race across the lake. By the time you’d beaten them back, I’d hidden their boxers, briefs, and shorts in the neighbor’s canoe and pushed it out into the lake. It drifted away, giving us enough time to get our clothes on and disappear before they crawled back onto the shore.

      Of course, later that night, I found you behind the shed, just steps from that canoe, making out with the one I’d told you I had a crush on. After we’d pulled that sweet prank, I was shocked you’d sought them out again. Maybe he’d come back to find you. He was probably impressed by your swimming skills and sense of humor, not to mention your boobs. When I confronted you on it the next morning, you told me there was no calling dibs on boys, that we were better than that. You said it was just some random, drunken makeout that you already regretted. I believed you. I didn’t spot the pattern until later—you never took notice of a guy until I expressed an attraction to him.

      And when you wanted something, you never let a little thing like friendship get in the way.

      We didn’t talk about that at the bar, though. We reminisced about our summers at the lake house that night, my sinuses still sweet with the scent of the roses on Grams’ casket. You told me about your new favorite bar, one you’d found a few months prior when you met our old modeling friends for drinks. The thought of going there made my stomach sour.

      I couldn’t admit it to you then, but when you told me you’d been getting together with Jackie, Rosalie, and Natalie without me, I realized how out of the loop I was. It made me feel so… passed over. Excluded. I used to feel that way in high school, too—I was convinced that you should like me better than you liked them. That you should put me first, Vi, the way I always put you first. It used to make me angry when you invited them out with us, if I’m honest.

      But that night, your revelation only compounded that lost feeling I’d had since Grams died. It would have overwhelmed me if I’d found out about your girls’ night on social media—the place where our close bond still appears intact—or if I’d been alone. But in that bar, taking shots to numb the pain, a feeling I’ve only ever experienced with you returned instead: belonging.

      There was a divide between us, and that night, in that shitty, dimly lit bar, all I wanted was to close the gap. It’s how I feel now, months later, writing to you. But this time, I know it’s not possible. Unlike those eight years of disconnect after your father’s funeral, this new distance between us was mutually agreed upon and enforced for a greater good.

      And for now, that has to be okay.

      Besides, we’ll always have something that other people don’t.

      Killing has a way of connecting people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            VIOLET

          

        

      

    

    
      The more time that passes, the more certain I feel that if I keep it all inside, my brain will simply crack in two, bleed all the gory details onto the linoleum, like a snow globe giving up all the little floating bits that defined it before “it happened.”

      I guess I need to start at the beginning—to explain how we got here. Maybe I just want to write it out so that I can explain it to myself, like that thing you always said about getting rid of elephants. I can only hope that the elephant on my chest decides to climb the hell off me once I get this down on paper.

      So, here goes.

      I like to think I had good intentions—that I went into it with my eyes open, my motivations pure. But I don’t think I was so perceptive at the time. Looking back, it’s always easier to believe that I had more information than I actually did—that I understood things I couldn’t possibly have processed. If I knew it all, I’d have made different choices. Duh.

      I think I fell back into old patterns, and that’s just the truth of it.

      I’m honestly not sure what possessed me to go to your grandmother’s funeral in the first place. Lilly told me I should, in that horrifically judgmental tone she always uses when speaking to me, one eyebrow cocked like she knows it all. She doesn’t know everything, of course—doesn’t know where Holly’s father is, for one. Doesn’t know where any of her old friends are either—bitches like those don’t have time to fiddle with car seats or wheelchairs, and Lilly wound up with both in a six-month period. I don’t think she saw any of that coming.

      But fine, Lilly knew more that day because she was the one who found the obituary.

      She still seems to think you and I are better connected than we are, Gabs. I wonder if identical twins are closer than fraternal ones, reading each other’s minds, guessing at their twin’s feelings, their intentions. Maybe Lilly and I just never really clicked. You were always more like a sister to me than she was, mostly because you were always less of a jerk.

      But she follows us both on social media, thinks that the occasional tag from Natalie or Rosalie where we’re both included makes us besties or something. That all the shared groups, the shared internet friends, the accidental “likes” on photographs or posts before realizing who they belonged to, meant we were private messaging or—gasp—calling.

      That we were still a thing.

      But the internet lies. I certainly know better. I take selfies with my barista, for fuck’s sake, with the hashtags #BaristaBestie, and #SteamyRelationship, and #WokeUpTurnedOn.

      What did I think it would accomplish, showing up at that cemetery? Did I think you’d come running toward me with your arms outstretched, elation—even love—in your amber eyes? That you’d say you missed me and immediately fill the jagged hole in my life that had existed since the day we stopped speaking?

      That was nonsense. But I dressed in black that morning. I got into my car anyway.

      All the way there, my knuckles were clenched around the steering wheel, my rib cage so tight I could barely breathe. After all, the hole in my life wasn’t only the absence of you. That gaping wound was filled with pain I’d wanted to erase, and you’d personally shoveled an unforgivable amount of awfulness into it.

      What you did to me eight years ago changed my life. You fucked me over—screwed up my future, my family. And you knew it.

      Did I really want to go back? Let you shine the light inside me, watch that hole swell up with the things I’d tried to bury in the dark?

      I pulled over on the side of the road twice on my way to the funeral—I almost turned around. But I didn’t want to explain to Lilly why I hadn’t gone. She has ways of finding out stuff like that, though her tactics aren’t perfect. She never understood why we stopped hanging out in the first place.

      Hopefully, she never will.

      I’d already missed the church service from white-knuckling it on the side of the road, but I finally made it to the gravesite, rain pattering against my umbrella. You, true to form, didn’t even have an umbrella. In Michigan, April can mean ice storms or hyacinths, and you never know until it’s too late.

      But did you give a shit that it was chilly and damp? Nope. You stood on the verdant green grass with your hair plastered to the side of your face as if you were daring someone to confront you about it.

      The thought flashed in my mind that you were waiting for me—that you came umbrella-less just so I’d approach, cover you with mine. But you didn’t look over as I crossed the cemetery. I stopped near the back beside a groundskeeper ripe with the sour musk of sweat and pipe tobacco. He was tall, stoic, his beady eyes furious in a way I couldn’t understand, one armpit leaning on his shovel. Waiting for the priest to stop talking. Wishing we’d all just go home already.

      Did you feel that way about me?

      I started to suspect you might after the first fifteen minutes. You refused to look my way, as if I wasn’t even there. I could almost have believed that I was still sitting on the side of the road, only imagining that I’d made it to the burial. Perhaps I’d lost my nerve—it wouldn’t be the first time.

      And then… you turned.

      You sure didn’t look like you wanted me there, Gabs. Your eyes met mine, but they were tight and narrow, almost as angry as the groundskeeper’s, and my throat tightened in kind. I knew that look. The groundskeeper stiffened, too—he might have thought you were looking at him. Maybe he just hated us all. After everything that happened, that’s as good a guess as any.

      I wanted to run… but I didn’t. My feet were glued to the muddy earth, sticking me there along with all those memories, while you looked on as if I was the one who’d created them. As if all of that awful was my fault.

      I think you always thought it was—at least a part of you did.

      You were wrong, of course, but that didn’t stop my chest from softening when I noted the way your hands were shaking. Your shoulders were trembling, too, and I didn’t think it was from the mild chill in the air.

      You were obviously in pain—your grandmother loved you, and I know how much you loved her back. Grandma Mo was the only family you had after your parents died. I used to wonder if she was the reason you quit modeling—if she was ashamed of photos of you in tank tops, department-store swimsuits. You never said, and I’ll be damned if I ask you now. All I know is that you left me in the only job I knew how to do—the only job that would pay my sister’s bills. You left me alone with the hunters, separated from the herd.

      You left me to be easy prey.

      I guess that’s why you looked so shocked to see me. That fury in your eyes wasn’t because I had brought back memories of the tough times we’d spent together but also because you knew I blamed you—a little—for the things that happened to me after you left modeling. And despite that look on your face, I was there for you that rainy day at the gravesite, against my better judgment, holding an umbrella as if waiting to draw you in out of the cold.

      How I wish I had left then, turned on my heel, and squelched through the grass back to my car. Things wouldn’t have turned out the way they did if I’d run from that graveyard and never looked back.

      But hindsight is perfect, and people are idiots. Me especially.

      In the end, I couldn’t leave you there looking like a drowning puppy. I was twenty feet away with an umbrella big enough for two. I want to say that I made the decision to go to you, to cover you—to protect you—but it was impulse more than logic. Going to stand beside you was a learned behavior, like locking the doors before bed or pulling back from a hot stove.

      Did you notice the earrings I wore? Those little dots of glittering yellow topaz were meant to convey that I still cared—that I was sorry for your loss. But when your eyes flicked to them, your lips only tightened. You didn’t smile. And still, you didn’t say a single word.

      But at least you let me cover you with my umbrella.

      It’s sick, I know, this drive I have to help even when people don’t want me around. Looking back, I thought I could somehow save you from yourself. I wanted to save you, period.

      I guess you know why—any therapist would be able to tease it apart within ten minutes, and if there’s one thing you are with your new-age bullshit, it’s insightful. You’ve always been able to feel the things I don’t say aloud, even if you do describe my emotions in terms of the tides or planets or string theory, though the examples you give are absolutely not what string theory means.

      But using new-age, pop-culture words instead of real definitions, using feeling instead of logic, doesn’t make you wrong in any way that matters.

      Whether it was Mercury’s fault or some quirk of genetics, I couldn’t fix my sister’s surly disposition, couldn’t save her from that wheelchair.

      The pull of the tides or twisted parenting, I was never able to save my mother from the violent beatings she endured, the last of which left her six feet underground, nose broken, cheekbone smashed, a bruise circling her throat.

      String theory or the darker side of human nature, I lost my virginity at ten to the monster who’d murdered my mom. If Lilly knew what he did to me in the wee hours, maybe she’d have been less jealous that I was his “favorite.” But she doesn’t know. Saving her from that… well, it’s the least I can do.

      So, nature or nurture? Jupiter or physics? Does it matter? I failed either way.

      Is it really so insane that I wanted to protect you? The universe took your parents from you around the same time my father took my innocence, and even if we couldn’t undo those wrongs, at least we were in it together, right? A cruel world needs kindness to take the sting out.

      Do you remember that party at Johnny’s house, that ugly-ass photographer who thought he was God’s gift? That was back when we thought we might go big-time—runway shows and global perfume ads. I saw him spike your punch, got you out of there before the drugs kicked in. When you woke up, you were furious at me, crying that I’d ruined your last chance to book with him.

      I still don’t understand what happened there—you couldn’t possibly have wanted me to let him rape you. I think now that you were making excuses, trying to pull away from me even then. Make it all my fault somehow, like you did with everything else.

      For once in our lives, I want to—need to—say this: Where were you when I needed you, Gabs? When I woke up in an alley without my underwear, where the fuck were you? Sitting with your grandmother, reveling in the fact that you were above my joke of a profession?

      After all, you had an inheritance. You always said it was blood money, that you wanted to make something of yourself, but you sure as hell didn’t give it away. That money paid for your grandmother’s house and a vacation home on the lake. It kept you safe and dry and warm and fed and able to quit jobs whenever you felt like it. You could have bought us a house, even an apartment, when we turned eighteen, gotten me away from my psycho father before Lilly wound up in that wheelchair.

      Why didn’t you?

      When Lilly and I turned seventeen, she was living in a trailer with Dennis, busy getting knocked up and knocked around. I was my father’s “chosen one,” but she chose Dennis. And as smart as she always thought she was, as high and fucking mighty, getting shoved into walls can’t be great for a fetus.

      Anyway, despite all of that, I never asked you for money—not once. I mean, I did take advantage of the fact that you had a lake house, I guess. That Grandma Mo let Lilly come, too. Spending time there, away from my house, my father, was the only time I ever felt at peace.

      But I could have used your help at home—more permanent help. And you definitely knew it. You knew it on the day just before we turned eighteen when you took me to the bar—the only one we could get into then—and told me you were leaving the industry. Leaving me.

      No, I hadn’t wanted you to rot in that dreary funeral home after burying your grandmother, but when you suggested going back to that bar after the funeral, my mouth went dry. Did you want to go back there for old times’ sake, one last outing before you walked away again? There wasn’t another reason for us to go there—it was a meat market, a dive that didn’t check IDs.

      But how do you tell a girl who just lost the last family she had that you’re not going out with her to reminisce?

      Answer: you don’t, not without being the biggest asshole in the world.

      I tried, though. I suggested a new place, a cleaner place, one that boasted a bouncer and a bartender with tattoos and a handlebar mustache. You just shook your head. And even in the bar you chose, your lips stayed tight, your eyes angry as you surveyed the room.

      Were you remembering all the times guys hit on me but left you alone? Probably. But that was never my fault, Gabs. I tried so hard to make sure you were happy, never left with anyone if you didn’t have someone, too. I even turned down the cute guys if they didn’t have a friend for you. I mean, except for the times you told me to go ahead and then had the gall to play the “but I liked him” card later.

      Do you know how hard it is to be the piece-of-shit friend all the time? How utterly demoralizing it is to wake up every day and do your best for everyone else while other people shit on you?

      I don’t think you meant to do it—I think you always had your own shit to wade through, that sometimes it overflowed, got my shoes dirty, too. I’ve seen that enough times—hell, I’ve done it enough times, though my own fury has always been more self-directed. And this seems worth saying, too, Gabs: I never loved you any less for it.

      When my father’s rage spilled over, he cracked my mother’s skull or broke my arm. I’m not going to freak out over a few vicious words. Maybe Lilly would—words were the worst she got from my asshole of a dad. But people who say words hurt like a fist have never been punched in the face. I guess I’m just tired of being the villain in the story of your life while you play the pious orphan.

      And that, I think, is how all of this started.

      I was starving for someone to appreciate me. I needed there to be problems I could actually solve. I couldn’t fix Lilly’s broken body, couldn’t get Holly a scholarship to learn her ABCs, couldn’t erase the black cloud of trauma I’d lived under my entire life. Even the drugs hadn’t been able to erase that… and I’d tried them all over the years.

      But I haven’t used anything stronger than Tylenol since I became the sole caretaker for my sister, chauffeur to my niece. Fine, I drink, but not around them, and certainly not if I have to drive. It’s easy to be irresponsible, completely self-centered when you’re on your own—when you’re used to fending for yourself. Holly is like the daughter I never got to raise, and I love her, though we don’t get to hang out as much as I’d like.

      Should I be forgiven for my errors in judgment? I can’t say. All I know is that the night Beau approached me at the bar—my fancy new one, a place you’d never been—the only problem he wanted me to solve was that his bed was cold. He had a long rectangular face, tousled dark hair that I could run my fingers through, and a smile that was just a little higher on the right side than the left. Squinty eyes and full lips that felt lovely kissing my rib cage. He cracked jokes that he thought were funnier than they were, laughed at himself more than anyone else did. He was… weird. Like you.

      I wasn’t looking for love then, but I found it anyway. For a brief moment in time, before it all fell apart, before you toppled the house of cards where I’d been building a new life… I was whole.

      But it didn’t last—it never does.

      And now, here I am, cleaning up your mess.

      Again.
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      There was a time when, if I told you I thought I was being watched by a shadow man, you’d have rolled your eyes at me. Maybe you still would now, but I think we have good reason to be paranoid.

      That’s all this is, right? Paranoia? Maybe you’d be laughing as you read this, tossing your head back, your dark, flowing locks bouncing as your body shakes. But I’m telling you anyway because I can’t talk to anyone else about it.

      Daisies sit on my bedside table, their fresh, subtle scent reminding me of you as I scrawl this letter by lamplight. I don’t turn the lights off anymore. It’s too risky to sleep in a dark room. The only thing worse than seeing the shadow as it approaches is not seeing it. No chance to run from my attacker. No warning that could give me time to fight back.

      I want the warning.

      They say you don’t know what you’ll do in that type of situation until it happens to you. I certainly know that’s true. But they never talk about the pieces of yourself you lose each time you’re faced with someone intent on taking something from you. They don’t talk about the way your perception of the world changes—how it hardens you—and how you’ll never get those pieces back again.

      It must have started after the fire—almost everything did—because I can’t remember much before that moment. Bright light and a shadow. Now, it’s all I can think about.

      I can’t escape him, Vi. He follows me, watches me, but he never does anything more. He’s never gotten close enough to touch me. I guess that’s good—if he was close enough for me to see his face, it’d be too late for me to escape.

      The shadow man was there in the hills that first day of summer. Unseasonably warm, but I cooked a five-course meal for my celebrity client’s annual company dinner, the air-conditioning in her kitchen blasting away. Gluten-free, dairy-free, and nut-free for fifteen of her business partners and employees. I made mouth-watering roasted butternut squash soup, homemade crackers topped with vegan ceviche (don’t ask me how I did it), zucchini lasagna, cauliflower parmesan with dairy-free cheese, and black bean balls in spicy salsa on a bed of shredded lettuce. Delicious… but exhausting.

      I guess that’s why my guard was down as I packed up my RAV4. Despite the huge plots of land around those celebrity homes and fabulous gardens, complete with ample hiding places, I thought I was safe. They don’t all have security systems, but this one was in a gated community less than an hour’s drive from the lake house. No one should have been able to get in.

      But he did.

      I felt him before I saw him. That’s how it always goes. A sense of dread is what made me look up in time to see the shadow man dart across the bushes. I swear, from behind the roses, he stood watching me load the trunk with all the platters and pots. What a jerk, right? If he was going to follow me to work, the least he could have done was offer a hand.

      Did that make you smile? It feels like something you’d say.

      Speaking of work, you were stunning in the last social media post you shared behind the scenes of your latest shoot. You’ve always outshined any model in the picture with you, but unlike some jealous bitches, the ones who’ve stuck around you all these years aren’t waiting for an eclipse. Natalie once told me that she always knew a shoot with you would lead to a great sample for her portfolio. I think that’s why she stayed so close to you, always hoping for another chance to book a gig with the famous Violet Whitaker—an opportunity to catch the rays. I guess I should feel lucky that I got more chances than most over the years.

      Jackie, on the other hand, always smiled to your face but rolled her eyes behind your back. I guess she’s hidden her contempt well enough because you’re not stupid, and you still talk to her, go for drinks sometimes. You might say it’s just part of the industry, but I know better. Despite all the trouble Jackie has caused us, you still go back for more while she not only prays for your downfall but contributes to it. Maybe you even enjoy the shade.

      Everything falls dark eventually—all good things must come to an end. Unfortunately, that’s a lesson I learned at ten when Mom and Dad died in that car accident. I’m lucky to remember parts of them, but at that age, the memories faded fast. Too fast. I guess no amount of time is acceptable when it comes to forgetting the way your parents sounded, how they smelled when they tucked you in at night, and even if I try, I can’t verify that what I recall is true.

      Why can’t I trust my own memory? I never could. Grams told me most of what I know for sure about my parents. You’ve heard those stories almost as many times as I have.

      Grams told me my mom loved taking me to commercial auditions when I was little—she was convinced I’d be a star one day. I’m pretty sure I remember Mom telling me that herself, and of course I remember the shoots she took me to. I never told you, but that’s the real reason I suggested we go to that talent search at the mall where we met Big Al.

      Now I wonder what our lives would have been like if I’d chased my own dreams instead—dreams that had nothing to do with photographs. But I wanted to make my mother proud. They always had money, but fame was one of the only things Mom couldn’t buy. If she couldn’t have it herself, she was ready to live vicariously through me. The only photo on her bedside table—me, my chubby fingers gripping a teddy bear, mouth wide and smiling in an ad for patent leather baby shoes—is proof enough of that.

      Dad never much cared what I was doing at that age. He was always focused on business deals for the car manufacturing plant he owned, traveling for work. It’s ironic that they were killed by the thing my dad spent most of his time around—cars—while Mom spent most of her time with me, snapping pictures as if any one of them might launch me into stardom.

      That’s how Grams always told it, anyway.

      So, I was thrilled when we landed an agent and booked our first gigs together. Back in those days, I can’t think of anything we did separately. We worked together. We played together. We had our share of fights, too. When you spend that much time around someone you’re technically in competition with (not that I’d ever win in the modeling world), how could you not? As Scorpios, it’s a wonder either of us was ever able to apologize.

      But we both made our compromises as we settled into our groove. That’s about the time I started to realize the pattern you had of wanting what I wanted and getting it before I had a chance.

      Not what—who. If I’m going to be honest, I better tell it like it is.

      Any boy in school I started spending time with was soon sucking face with you beneath the bleachers. If any male model we worked with caught my eye, you were dating him before I could say, “Hi, my name is Gabby.” I could barely develop a full crush before I had to resign myself to the fact that they preferred you.

      I think that’s why the end of my modeling career brought me some much-needed relief. We started spending less time together. My world no longer revolved around you and your desires. I wasn’t forced to watch as you had your fill of it all, from drugs to guys to bookings.

      Fine. Maybe I was a little jealous. I can admit that now. When I finally created a world of my own, I felt like I could shine for the first time. I made a few friends at a cooking class Grams found for me. When you were busy after school on shoots, I went to the mall with some girls from my chemistry lab. I even met a guy there who only had eyes for me.

      And I didn’t tell you about any of them.

      Nor did I say out loud that I finally felt healthy—not to anyone. The demands of the industry hurt me, Vi. I know you witnessed it firsthand, and while you didn’t emerge unscathed, you weren’t putting yourself through crash diets and crazy fads like I was just to keep up. It was all so easy for you. I tortured myself, twisting and contorting to fit into their mold of being “bookable,” all to find out it wasn’t enough—that I would never be enough.

      I guess it’s time I confess I didn’t quit modeling—not really. Big Al released me as a client. I wasn’t booking shoots; there wasn’t enough interest in a short girl who was curvy in all the wrong ways. And to top it off, Al let me in on your secret. As if I wasn’t humiliated enough.

      Did you really put in a special request that they hire me if your shoots required an additional model? It’s a rhetorical question—I know you did. Big Al said he’d done you all the favors he could, lost money on wasted efforts to sell me, and had to stop the hemorrhaging. As a parting gift, that sketchy asshole put on his best shit-eating grin and told me I’d never make it in the industry—that it was time for me to cut the cord and allow you to succeed on your own.

      So, I did. Not for him, but for you. For us. And that time apart did us some real good… at least, I imagined it did.

      I wasn’t thinking, Vi. It’s like I said, you have that nurturing awareness—that natural instinct. You’ve always said I’m intuitive, but I’ve never seen it in myself. I’m a dreamer, as you know, but I see what I want to see. I was too caught up in the new world I was building for myself to realize I’d left you alone with the vipers.

      I found that out the night after my first attempt at cupcakes when I brought you a baker’s dozen of my chai-spiced confectionary creation. I was so proud of them. No one answered the front door, but I heard a sound in the backyard and followed the path around the house.

      You were leaning against the tree, wringing your hands, looking like you wanted to shed your skin. At first, I thought it was your dad again—it usually was. But if I ever asked about the occasional mark on your arm, you’d explain what happened in a perfunctory tone—“He just grabbed me to keep me from sneaking out with Derrick, can’t really blame him”—then hide the bruises from view.

      No, those tears weren’t for him. You’d never give him the satisfaction of crying even if he wasn’t there to witness it.

      That was the first time I’d seen that kind of pain in your eyes.

      I dropped the cupcakes when we made eye contact. They toppled over, icing-side down, on the long grass. I think that’s what broke you—what made you finally let go of the tree and collapse against me instead. You said you’d been drugged, raped, and left in an alley after some industry party, your chin quivering as you sobbed into my neck.

      You pounded your fist into my chest just once, unleashing your anger, and I took it. I knew I deserved that and more. If you’d really taken your pain out on me, maybe I would have felt better, but there wasn’t a violent bone in your body. There was only an empty place—another missing piece in your already fractured spirit. I should have been there to prevent yet another piece of you from being stolen away.

      Sitting beneath that tall oak, your bedroom window glowing yellow above our heads, I asked if you wanted to report him. But you only sobbed harder. I was so desperate to make it better that I brought you back to Grams’ for a shower and a sleepover. It’s all I could think to do. I couldn’t force you into something you weren’t ready for—you said you didn’t even know who he was. We could have gone to the hospital, done a rape kit, but even so, in the moonlight by that oak, I knew there was no way to make it right. I’d never been able to fix what was broken… until the night of the fireflies.

      It’s finally time I take responsibility for what I’ve done—for once in my life, I’ll lay it all out. Here goes another bite of the elephant, Vi: I regret it. The night of the fireflies, I was high, and so were you. That isn’t an excuse, but I’ll always wonder if I would have done it differently if Jackie hadn’t offered us the coke. If I hadn’t pocketed some of it “for later” because I was afraid to snort the whole line at once.

      Do you remember us stumbling back to your house that night? It wasn’t even two weeks after you were raped. Every time we saw a car coming, Jackie would lunge off the curb, her blonde hair flying behind her, and skip to the middle of the road, making eye contact with oncoming traffic until Lola grabbed her by the shirt and pulled her to the other side. Lola’s bright red hair probably saved them both—a flowing stop sign. The drivers would honk their horns, Jackie cackling with glee as they passed. And each time she crossed back to our side, she’d tell us what chickenshits we were for not following her.

      She wasn’t really mad, though. She already had Lola following her around, and she loved that we were her audience. Unlike modeling with you, all eyes were on Jackie on those dark roads.

      I wonder if Jackie noticed the fireflies in your bush out front. When you went inside, I was staring at them, caught in a trance until I heard your panicked voice from inside. I don’t know what Jackie was doing when you shouted, but I know she and Lola took off the second they heard you scream.

      Those two had already vanished into the darkness by the time I looked through the living room window. Your daddy had a hold of your arm. Lilly had already moved in with that poor excuse for a sperm donor, and your mom had long since passed. You were alone with that monster.

      You’d always told me you’d get in trouble if you got caught coming home late, but sneaking past your dad on Saturday nights was your specialty. It helped that he usually passed out drunk in front of the TV.

      But he wasn’t passed out then—he yanked you right up to his face and spat at you… at least it looked like he did from where I was on the front lawn. I crept closer to the window, not wanting to see but needing to.

      I’ve never felt that exact mixture of emotions again, and it all seemed to happen in mere seconds. The rage swirling from my stomach to my chest while you remained frozen before him. The fear filled me, stealing the breath from my lungs as I waited to see what he’d do next. The disgust as that glob of spit beneath your eye slid down your cheek, shining in the amber glow of the ceiling light. I wanted to burst through your front door and stop him, but something inside me whispered that I’d just make it worse.

      Now, I know it was my lack of confidence and the fact that I trusted you to know how to handle things better than I could. Plus, the entire situation was foreign to me—my parents never hit me, not that I recall. What was I supposed to do?

      You were so small, so broken, so vulnerable. You were vulnerable the night you were raped, but it was different, watching someone hurt you. Watching your family hurt you.

      If I had seen the reality of the situation before instead of hearing you say it was no big deal, that the police would only make things worse… would I have intervened sooner? I want to say yes. But I don’t think that’s true. After all, I should have called the police the first time I saw a bruise on your arm.

      The rage, the fear, the disgust all morphed into burning shame as I walked home, my heart in my throat. I ran away just like Jackie had. But I swore I wouldn’t let him hurt you like that again. To be fair, I kept my word on that… but it cost me my sanity. Cost a lot of people a lot of things.

      So yes, I regret what happened next. If I could, I’d take it back.

      But what was a stupid nineteen-year-old supposed to do, Vi? I was terrified every time I thought about him grabbing you through the front bay window. In my head, the window became a picture frame—you were trapped on a canvas you hadn’t painted, at the mercy of the madman holding the brush.

      And I had the power to paint over it. It was my turn to show up for you like you needed me to—to follow through on our pact to be there for each other. It was my chance to finally show you how much I loved you, Vi.

      I bit off more than I could chew. I guess I have a habit of doing that, but if you could be in my head, see things the way I do, you’d understand it never feels that way at the time. All my elaborate dreams feel as real as if I were living them. They all have happy endings, too, until the real world fucks them up.

      I guess that’s why your actions always hit me harder. You never dreamed as big as I did—never had a reason to think you could. When I’d have a big crush on some boy we knew, I’d imagine all the fun things we could do together, envisioning perfect dates and fantasizing about losing my virginity. When you got them first, I felt those dreams slipping away—another set of delicious possibilities, gone in an instant.

      Until you weren’t there to steal them.

      Getting into The Culinary Institute of New York was a fantasy come to life. I was able to focus on my studies without a job, thanks to my inheritance. I worked in kitchens, sous cheffing for the biggest names in the city and, eventually, Michelin star chefs, working my way into the career I’d always wanted. I never would have been able to do that if Big Al hadn’t released me.

      And I never would have met him.

      I was twenty-seven when it finally happened—I’d found someone who wanted me for me, and in a grocery store no less.

      I was on the hunt for meal-prep ingredients for a new client of mine, one more famous than any client I’d ever worked for. I was squeezing cucumbers, smelling tomatoes, and rotating melons when a low voice asked me how to tell if an avocado was ripe. He had one in his hand, and from its smooth, bright green skin, I could already tell he’d picked the wrong one. I could also tell he was well built by the way his jacket hugged his biceps—so tall he towered over my five-foot-five frame. That was part of what drew me to him—what made me sidle
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