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  To my parents: Thanks for always being able to pick me out of a lineup. Or at least for being polite enough to pretend you can.
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Day 8 - Return to School

The empty chair had been there for ninety-three days.

I knew because I’d counted every single one, staring at Charlotte’s seat in AP Bio while Mr. Hendricks pretended not to notice. He’d stopped asking if anyone had heard from her after week two. Stopped leaving her name on the lab partner assignments after week four. By week twelve, even I had stopped saving her a seat at lunch.

So when she walked through the door at 7:58 AM on a Tuesday morning in October, my pencil fell out of my hand and rolled under Tyler Morrison’s desk.

“Holy shit,” Tyler whispered. Then, louder: “Holy shit, ghost girl’s back.”

Charlotte didn’t flinch. Didn’t even pause. She walked to her seat—third row, second from the window, like she’d done it yesterday. Like she hadn’t vanished from Riverside Park on July 18th at 4:47 PM. Like her face hadn’t been plastered on every telephone pole in Connecticut for three months.

She looked exactly the same. That was the first thing that felt wrong.

Same honey-blonde hair hitting just below her shoulders. Same constellation of freckles across her nose that she hated but I always said made her look like she’d been kissed by stars. Same Whitmore Academy uniform that somehow looked better on her than on the rest of us, plaid skirt hitting right at the knee, white button-down without a single wrinkle, navy blazer with the gold crest we all thought was pretentious.

But people who disappear for three months don’t come back looking exactly the same.

“Charlotte?” Mr. Hendricks dropped his dry erase marker. It hit the floor with a crack that made everyone jump. Everyone except Charlotte. “I… the office said… but I didn’t…”

“Hi, Mr. Hendricks.” Her voice was right but wrong. Same pitch, same slight rasp from years of shouting at field hockey games. But the rhythm was off by half a beat, like when the audio doesn’t quite sync with the video. “Sorry I’m late. To class, I mean. Not…” She gestured vaguely at everything. “That.”

Someone laughed. Nervous and too high. I think it was Melissa Park, but I couldn’t look away from Charlotte long enough to check.

Mr. Hendricks stammered something about talking to guidance, about taking things slow, about how we were just starting Chapter 7 on cellular respiration. Charlotte nodded in all the right places. Pulled out a notebook, new, pristine, wrong because Charlotte always used the same battered composition book until it literally fell apart. Started copying the board like this was normal. Like we were all insane for staring.

I needed to move. Needed to run to her, throw my arms around her, sob into her shoulder about how I’d thought she was dead, how I’d spoken at her memorial service that got canceled because they never found a body, how I’d kept texting her phone until her dad finally turned off the service.

But my body wouldn’t work. Because the thing sitting in Charlotte’s chair might look like my best friend, might sound like her, might even smell like her vanilla-mint shampoo, but something in my lizard brain was screaming danger.

“Harper.” Her voice made me jump. She was turned in her seat, looking at me with those same green eyes I’d known since we were seven. “Can I borrow a pen? I forgot… I mean, I don’t have…”

I handed her my extra without thinking. Our fingers brushed. Her skin was the right temperature. Had the same callus on her middle finger from holding pens too tight.

“Thanks.” She smiled. Charlotte’s smile. The one that quirked up higher on the left side.

But she took the pen with her right hand.

Charlotte was left-handed.

I sat there for forty-seven minutes of cellular respiration, watching Charlotte Mitchell write perfect notes with the wrong hand. Watching her not doodle in the margins like she always did. Watching her sit with perfect posture instead of slouching until Mr. Hendricks reminded her about her spine. Watching her exist in all the right ways that added up to something impossibly wrong.

When the bell rang, she waited for me by the door. Of course she did. We always walked to second period together, her to AP European History, me to AP Calc. Three months of muscle memory had me falling into step beside her before my brain caught up.

“I know this is weird,” she said.

Weird. Like that covered it. Like weird came anywhere close to describing your best friend walking out of her own search party.

“Where were you?” My voice came out strangled.

She stopped walking. Students flowed around us like we were rocks in a stream, some staring, some pretending not to stare, everyone whispering. Charlotte looked at me, and for a second, something flickered across her face. Not an emotion exactly. More like someone cycling through channels, looking for the right one.

“I don’t remember much.” Each word carefully placed. “The doctors said trauma-induced dissociative disorder. My mom can explain it better. Something about my brain protecting itself by just… checking out.”

“For three months?”

“Yeah.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know.”

“How?”

“I don’t know.”

“Charlotte—”

“I don’t know, okay?” She snapped. Then immediately softened, reaching for my hand. “I’m sorry. I know you must have been so worried. I’m still… adjusting.”

Her hand was warm. Real. The scar on her palm from when we tried to make a blood pact in eighth grade was…

Gone.

I pulled my hand back so fast she stumbled forward slightly.

“Harper?”

“I have to get to calc.” I was already backing away. “I’ll see you at lunch?”

“Same table?” She asked, and there was something hungry in the question. Not desperate. Hunting.

“Yeah. Same table.”

I made it to the bathroom before I threw up. Sat on the floor of the third stall, the gross one with the broken lock, pressing my forehead against the cool metal of the partition. My phone buzzed. Then again. Then continuously.

Melissa Park: is that really her???

Tyler Morrison: yo Harper is Charlotte back?? She looks good for a dead girl lmaooo

Eli Reeves: Harper please tell me that’s really her

That last one made me pause. Eli. Charlotte’s boyfriend. The one who’d cried at the non-memorial, who’d worn her field hockey jersey for a week straight, who’d punched a wall when the police called off the search.

Me: It’s her

I stared at those two words. They were true and not true at the same time. It was Charlotte. DNA would prove it, dental records, fingerprints, all of it. I knew that with the same certainty I knew my own name.

But I also knew, with that same bone-deep certainty, that Charlotte Mitchell was left-handed. That she had a scar on her palm. That she would have flinched when Tyler called her ghost girl because she hated being the center of attention. That she would have hugged me first, before anything else, and whispered our secret phrase, stars above, roots below, that we’d been saying since middle school whenever one of us was scared.

I pulled up Instagram. Charlotte’s account had been memorialized, frozen in time. Her last post from July 17th, a stupid selfie of us at the mall, both of us trying on ridiculous sunglasses. The comments underneath had turned into a digital vigil. RIP and prayer hands and “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

No new posts. So either she hadn’t thought to update social media that she was, you know, alive. Or she couldn’t get into her accounts.

Or she didn’t know she had them.

The bathroom door slammed open. “Harper? Harper, I know you’re in here.”

Madison Sinclair. Charlotte’s other friend, though friend was generous. More like the girl who’d decided sophomore year that Charlotte was cool enough to collect but not quite cool enough to threaten her queen bee status.

“She’s back,” Madison said, her voice breathy with the thrill of gossip. “Charlotte’s back and she looks amazing. Like, better than before? Which is weird, right? If someone kidnapped me, I would not come back with perfect highlights.”

I stayed silent.

“Harper?” Heels clicked closer. “Come on, I know this must be so hard for you. You two were like, inseparable. But aren’t you happy she’s okay?”

Happy. Right. I was supposed to be happy. My best friend hadn’t ended up in a shallow grave somewhere. She was here, whole, healthy, taking notes in AP Bio. This was the miracle everyone had prayed for.

“I’m fine,” I managed. “Just processing.”

“Processing.” Madison laughed, bright and false. “God, you sound like the grief counselor. You know what? You should skip calc. Come with me to Starbucks. We can talk about”

“I’m good.”

“Are you sure? Because”

“Madison, I said I’m good.”

Silence. Then: “She’s different, isn’t she?”

My heart stopped. “What?”

“Charlotte. She’s different.” Madison’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I talked to her for like two seconds in the hall, and it was… off. Like when my mom got Botox and kept saying she hadn’t but her face couldn’t move right? That kind of different.”

I stood up, unlocked the stall. Madison was leaning against the sinks, her perfect red lipstick slightly smudged. She looked scared.

“It’s the trauma,” I said. “The doctors said”

“Right. Trauma.” Madison reapplied her lipstick with a steady hand. “That’s why she didn’t remember my name. We’ve known each other for six years, but sure. Trauma.”

“She didn’t remember your name?”

Madison’s eyes met mine in the mirror. “She called me Madeline.”

The bell rang. We were both late.

“I have to go,” I said.

“Harper.” Madison caught my arm. Her nails were sharp through my blazer. “Be careful, okay?”

“Careful of what?”

She looked at the door, then back at me. “I don’t know. Just… that’s not our Charlotte. I mean, it is, but it isn’t. You feel it too, don’t you?”

I did. But I couldn’t say it. Saying it made it real, and if it was real, then what the hell was sitting in Charlotte’s seat?

AP Calc passed in a blur. I couldn’t focus on derivatives when my brain was calculating something else entirely. The wrongness of Charlotte. Not just the handedness or the scar. Little things. Micro-expressions that didn’t match. The way she’d walked, Charlotte bounced when she walked, literally bounced on the balls of her feet like she was about to take off running. This Charlotte moved like she was gliding. Controlled. Deliberate.

My phone vibrated. A text from an unknown number.

Unknown: Stop staring at me

I looked around the room. No one was paying attention to me. Another text.

Unknown: I can feel you thinking about me from two buildings away

Unknown: It’s Charlotte btw. New phone

Me: How’d you get my number?

Unknown: My mom had it

Right. Diana Mitchell had called me dozens of times during the search. Checking if I’d heard anything. Asking the same questions over and over. She’d been destroyed, taking leave from her real estate job, day-drinking wine at 10 AM. And now her daughter was back, and Diana was probably crying with relief instead of asking why Charlotte needed her best friend’s number.

Charlotte: Are you mad at me?

Me: Why would I be mad?

Charlotte: For leaving

Charlotte: For not remembering

Charlotte: For coming back

That last one made me go cold. Who comes back from a traumatic disappearance and thinks people might be mad about them returning?

Me: I’m not mad. Just worried

Charlotte: Don’t be. I’m fine

Charlotte: I’m better than fine

Charlotte: See you at lunch. Our table. Like nothing happened

Like nothing happened. As if we could just skip over the summer of search parties and police interviews and her parents sobbing in my living room. As if I hadn’t worn her favorite hoodie for a month straight because it still smelled like her. As if Eli hadn’t gotten drunk at Brendan’s party and tried to kiss me because I looked like her in the dark.

When the lunch bell rang, I took my time getting to the cafeteria. Part of me hoped Charlotte would be gone when I got there. That this morning had been some grief-induced hallucination and I’d walk in to find our table empty except for the usual suspects, me eating alone while Melissa Park occasionally took pity and sat with me, talking about anything except Charlotte.

But she was there. Our table. Same spot she’d claimed freshman year, back to the wall so she could see everyone coming. She’d already gotten lunch, Caesar salad, chocolate milk, an apple. Charlotte’s exact lunch every single day.

Except Charlotte was lactose intolerant.

I watched her take a long sip of chocolate milk. No reaction. No subtle stomach cramping she’d try to hide. Nothing.

“You’re late,” she said when I sat down.

“Calc ran over.”

“Mr. Peterson still timing his lessons badly?”

“Yeah.”

Normal conversation. Normal normal normal. Except Charlotte was drinking milk and writing with her right hand and her scar was gone and Madison was right—this wasn’t our Charlotte.

Eli appeared, sliding into the seat next to Charlotte like he’d been shot from a cannon. His hands immediately went to her - her face, her shoulders, her hands, touching her like he needed to make sure she was solid.

“Char. Charlotte. Jesus Christ, Charlotte.”

She let him pull her into a hug. Let him bury his face in her neck. Let him shake with what looked like sobs. But over his shoulder, Charlotte’s eyes stayed on me. Green and steady and cold.

“I missed you too,” she said, but she was still looking at me.

Eli pulled back, tears streaming down his face. Six-foot-two soccer captain crying in the middle of the cafeteria, and he didn’t care. “Where were you? What happened? Are you okay? Did someone, did they”

“I’m okay.” Charlotte touched his face. The gesture was perfect. Exactly how she used to calm him down. “I’m here. I’m okay.”

“But where”

“I don’t remember.” Firm. Final. A door closing. “The doctors said not to push it. That the memories might come back or they might not, but pushing will only cause more trauma.”

Eli nodded, eager to follow any rule that would keep her here. “Right. Okay. Whatever you need.”

“What I need,” Charlotte said, finally looking at him, “is for things to be normal. Can you do that?”

“Yeah. Yes. Normal. I can do normal.”

But none of us could do normal. Not when half the cafeteria was staring. Not when teachers kept walking by our table, trying to look casual. Not when Charlotte ate her entire salad with her right hand and drank all her chocolate milk and smiled at jokes half a beat too late.

“So,” Melissa Park materialized at our table, sliding in next to me. “Charlotte. You look amazing. Like, genuinely incredible. What’s your secret? Were you at some spa this whole time?”

Charlotte tilted her head. That same channel-surfing look. “I don’t think that’s appropriate to ask.”

“Oh. Oh God, sorry. I didn’t mean”

“It’s fine.” Charlotte smiled. Perfect Charlotte smile. “I know everyone’s curious. It’s natural. I’d be curious too if someone just… came back.”

“So you don’t remember anything?” Tyler Morrison had joined us now. Soon it would be the whole junior class.

“Fragments.” Charlotte took a bite of her apple. A big bite. Charlotte used to cut apples into slices, said biting them whole hurt her teeth. “Walking on a road. A blue room. A woman’s voice singing something. But nothing that makes sense.”

“The police will want to know about the woman,” Eli said. “Any detail could help”

“I already told them.” Too quick. Too sharp. Charlotte softened her voice. “I spent six hours at the station yesterday. They have everything I remember.”

“Which station?” I asked.

Everyone looked at me.

“What?” Charlotte’s voice was carefully neutral.

“Which police station? Millbrook? State police? FBI?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yeah.” I kept my voice steady. “It does. Because Millbrook PD called my mom yesterday asking if she’d heard the news about you being found. Which means you didn’t go there first. So where did you go?”

Charlotte went very still. Not frozen. Calculating.

“Hartford,” she finally said. “My dad thought it would be better to go where they had more resources.”

Marcus Mitchell, chief of neurology at Hartford General. It made sense. It was logical.

It was a lie.

I’d memorized every police station between here and Hartford during the search. Called them all. Multiple times. And Charlotte, the real Charlotte, would have known that. Would have known I’d need the real story, the details, the truth. She would have pulled me aside and whispered everything, even the parts she couldn’t tell anyone else.

“That makes sense,” I said.

Charlotte relaxed. “I knew you’d understand.”

The bell rang. Lunch was only half over, but Charlotte stood immediately.

“I have to go see Mrs. Davidson,” she said. Guidance counselor. “Something about readjustment protocols.”

“I’ll come with you,” Eli offered.

“No.” Then softer: “No, I need to do this alone. But thank you.”

She kissed his cheek. A perfect Charlotte kiss, quick and sweet. But she did it on the wrong side. Charlotte always kissed his right cheek. Always. It was their thing, some inside joke from their first date.

Eli didn’t notice. He was too busy looking dazed and grateful.

Charlotte walked away, and I watched her go. Counted her steps. Charlotte’s stride was exactly twenty-six inches, we’d measured it once for a physics project. This girl’s was twenty-four.

“She seems good,” Melissa said. “Like, really good. Weirdly good.”

“It’s the shock,” Tyler said. “My cousin was in a car accident and she was super calm after. Then like a week later she had a total breakdown in a Wendy’s.”

“Charlotte’s not going to have a breakdown,” Eli said firmly.

“How do you know?” I asked.

He looked at me like I’d slapped him. “Because she’s strong. Because she survived whatever happened. Because she came back.”

“Right.” I stood, grabbing my untouched lunch. “She came back.”

I dumped my tray and headed for the library. I had twenty minutes before next period, and I needed to think. The library was empty except for Mrs. Chen, who nodded at me from the reference desk. I went to my usual spot, back corner, hidden behind the oversized geography books nobody ever touched.

Charlotte and I had claimed this spot freshman year. Carved our initials under the table like delinquents. CM + HC = BFF, surrounded by stars. Stupid kid stuff, but it had felt important at the time.

I ran my fingers along the wood, finding the carved letters by touch.

They were gone.

Smooth wood where our initials should be. But that was impossible. I’d touched them just last week, sitting here doing homework, trying not to cry about how I’d never have a study partner again.

I dropped to my knees, looking under the table. Nothing. Not even a hint that anything had ever been carved there.

“Harper?”

I jerked up, banging my head on the table edge. Charlotte stood there, backlit by the window.

“You weren’t in guidance,” I said.

“They canceled. Scheduling conflict.” She sat down across from me, in her spot. “You’re avoiding me.”

“No, I’m not.”

“You’re a terrible liar. You always were.”

Were. Past tense. Like we were already over.

“Charlotte…” I started, but I didn’t know how to finish. How do you tell your best friend that you know she’s not your best friend? How do you accuse someone of being wrong when everyone else is just grateful they’re alive?

“It’s okay,” she said. “I know this is hard. I’m different. The trauma changed me.”

“Trauma doesn’t change your dominant hand.”

The words hung between us. Charlotte’s expression didn’t change, but something shifted in her eyes. Like a camera focusing.

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re right-handed now.”

“I’ve always been right-handed.”

“No.” My voice was steady even though my hands were shaking. “You’re left-handed. You have been since we were kids. You used to complain about spiral notebooks, how the wire would dig into your hand. You sat on the left side of every table so we wouldn’t bump elbows. You,”

“Harper.” She reached across the table, grabbing my wrist. Her grip was strong. Too strong. “I’m right-handed. I’ve always been right-handed. You’re confused. Maybe you’re the one with trauma. Losing your best friend, the search, the uncertainty. It can make people misremember things.”

“The scar on your palm is gone.”

Her grip tightened. “What scar?”

“From our blood pact. Eighth grade. We cut our hands with your dad’s letter opener. You needed three stitches.”

“That never happened.”

“Charlotte,”

“That. Never. Happened.” Each word deliberate. Each word a nail. “You’re confused. You’re grieving. You’re creating false memories.”

“False memories,” I repeated.

“It’s common in trauma situations. The brain tries to make sense of loss by creating detailed scenarios that never existed. Mrs. Davidson explained it to me. She said you might struggle with this. That’s why I came to find you.”

Gaslighting. She was gaslighting me. Charlotte, whatever this was - was trying to make me doubt my own memories.

“Show me your contacts,” I said.

“What?”

“Your phone. You said you got a new one. Show me your contacts.”

Charlotte pulled out an iPhone. Latest model, pristine case. Charlotte’s old phone had been an ancient Android held together with duct tape and determination.

She opened her contacts, turned the screen toward me. Three entries: Mom, Dad, Harper.

“Where is everyone else?”

“I’m still rebuilding. These were the only numbers my mom had.”

“You don’t know Eli’s number?”

“Do you know anyone’s number by heart anymore?”

She had a point, but that wasn’t the issue. The issue was that Charlotte would have had Eli’s number written in at least three places. Her planner, her notebook, probably lipstick on her mirror knowing her.

“I have to go,” I said.

“Harper, wait.”

“I have English.”

“You have study hall. We have the same schedule, remember?”

I did remember. I remembered everything. That was the problem.

“I need to be alone right now.”

“Why?” She stood when I did, following me out of our corner. “What are you afraid of?”

I stopped. Turned. She was closer than I expected, close enough that I could see the green of her eyes was exactly right. Painstakingly right.

“I’m afraid,” I said slowly, “that my best friend is gone and everyone’s too relieved to notice.”

Something flickered across her face. For just a second, barely a heartbeat, her expression went completely blank. Not neutral. Blank. Like someone had switched her off.

Then she smiled, sad and understanding. “I’m right here, Harper. I came back. For you.”

“Charlotte never called me Harper. Only Harp.”

“Trauma,”

“Stop saying trauma. Stop using it like a get-out-of-jail-free card for everything that doesn’t match.”

Students were starting to filter into the library. Charlotte stepped closer, lowering her voice.

“What do you want me to say? That I’m perfectly fine? That three months of God knows what didn’t change me at all? Would that be more believable?”

“I want you to tell me what happened to the scar on your palm.”

“There was never,”

I grabbed her hand, flipped it palm up. Smooth, unmarked skin. Not even faded. Like it had never existed.

But I had a matching scar. Right there, still pink after three years.

“This is impossible,” I whispered.

Charlotte pulled her hand away. “Scars fade. People change. Memories get confused. That’s all this is.”

“That’s not all this is and you know it.”

The bell rang. Students scattered to their classes, leaving us standing there, staring at each other across a chasm that shouldn’t exist.

“I have to go,” Charlotte said. “But Harper? You should be careful about spreading conspiracy theories. People already think you had a breakdown during the search. It wouldn’t take much for them to think you’re having another one.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a concern. From your best friend.” She smiled, perfect and empty. “Because that’s what I am, right? Your best friend. Charlotte Mitchell. The girl who came back.”

She walked away, and this time I let her go. But I pulled out my phone, opened my notes app, and started typing everything I could remember about the real Charlotte. Every detail, every habit, every scar and secret and inside joke. Because someone had to remember her right. Someone had to know that the girl walking around in Charlotte’s skin wasn’t Charlotte at all.

The question was: what was she?

And more importantly: what happened to the real Charlotte Mitchell?

* * *

I sat through English thinking about impossible things. Mrs. Patterson droned on about symbolism in The Great Gatsby, but all I could think about was Charlotte’s missing scar. Scars don’t just disappear. Not three-year-old scars from deep cuts that required stitches.

My phone buzzed. A text from my mom.

Mom: Diana Mitchell just called. She wanted to thank you for being so welcoming to Charlotte today. She said Charlotte was worried you were upset with her?

I stared at the message. Diana Mitchell, who had sobbed on our couch for three months. Diana Mitchell, who had begged me to remember any detail that might help find her daughter. Diana Mitchell, who should be asking a thousand questions about where her child had been.

Me: Everything’s fine

Mom: I’m so happy she’s home safe. Miracle

Miracle. Right.

After school, I waited by Charlotte’s locker. Our lockers. They’d given us adjacent ones freshman year and we’d kept them ever since. Hers still had the fading remnants of the collage she’d made sophomore year, concert tickets, photo booth strips, a dried corsage from homecoming.

She appeared exactly at 3:47, navigating the crowded hallway like she’d never left.

“You waited,” she said.

“We always walk to the parking lot together.”

“Do we?”

That stopped me. “You don’t remember?”

“I remember,” she said quickly. “I just didn’t think you’d want to continue the tradition after… everything.”

She opened her locker. The combination was muscle memory, 16-23-9. Charlotte’s birthday backward. Except she fumbled it twice before getting it right.

Inside was exactly how Charlotte had left it. Books stacked by size, emergency makeup bag, a magnetic mirror, pictures of us covering every inch of metal. Charlotte stared at it all like a museum exhibit.

“Weird,” she said.

“What’s weird?”

“Seeing proof that I existed.” She touched one of the pictures, us at the spring carnival, covered in face paint, Charlotte mid-laugh. “That I was happy.”

“You were happy.”

“Was I?” She turned to me. “Were we?”

The question felt loaded. Dangerous.

“Yeah,” I said. “We were.”

Charlotte pulled out the exact books she needed for homework, AP Bio, European History, Calculus. She would have known we had a Calc test tomorrow. The real Charlotte would have been freaking out about it, making me promise to study with her even though she was better at math than me.

This Charlotte just closed her locker and started walking.

The parking lot was chaos, everyone trying to leave at once. Charlotte walked straight to her car, the beat-up Honda Civic her parents had gotten her for her sixteenth birthday. It was parked in her usual spot, like it had been waiting.

“You drove today?” I asked.

“My mom dropped it off at lunch.”

“You remember how to drive?”

She gave me a look. “Muscle memory doesn’t disappear.”

But handedness does? Scars do? Food allergies do?

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, unlocking the car with the key fob. Charlotte never used the fob. She said the beep was annoying and always used the actual key.

“Wait.” I grabbed the door before she could close it. “Come over. My mom’s making tacos. We can study for the Calc test.”

“There’s a Calc test?”

My heart sank and soared at the same time. Proof. Finally, concrete proof that she didn’t know everything Charlotte should know.

“Tomorrow. Derivatives and integrals. Mr. Peterson announced it last week.”

“Last week when I wasn’t here.”

“He sent an email to all students. Including you.”

Charlotte was quiet for a moment, processing. “I should go home. My parents want family time.”

“Since when do your parents care about family time?”

It came out harsher than I meant, but it was true. The Mitchells were the definition of benign neglect, always working, always traveling, always assuming Charlotte was fine because she always was.

“Since their daughter went missing for three months,” Charlotte said evenly.

“Right. Sorry.”

“But thank you. For the offer. Rain check?”

“Yeah. Rain check.”

She drove away, and I noticed she used her turn signal at the exit. Charlotte never used her turn signal in the parking lot. Said it was pointless when everyone could see where you were going.

I walked to my own car, a decade-old Subaru that wheezed when it started. Sat there for a minute, engine running, trying to make sense of the day. Then I did something I hadn’t done in months.

I drove to Riverside Park.

The parking lot was empty except for one police cruiser. They’d kept a patrol here ever since Charlotte disappeared, like they were waiting for her to pop back out of the woods.

I nodded to Officer Bennett, who knew me by name after all the times I’d come here during the search.

“Harper. Heard the good news about Charlotte.”

“Yeah. It’s great.”

“Miracle,” he said. Same word everyone was using. “Her parents must be over the moon.”

“They are.”

“You heading to the trail?”

“Just need to clear my head.”

He nodded. “Don’t stay past dark. New department policy.”

The trail where Charlotte had disappeared was exactly 1.3 miles into the woods. I knew because I’d walked it obsessively, looking for something the police had missed. A clue. A sign. Anything.

The spot itself was unremarkable. Just a bend in the trail near a stream. Charlotte had been running, she always ran this trail on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Her GPS watch showed she’d stopped here at 4:47 PM. Then nothing. Like she’d just ceased to exist.

I stood there now, looking for what? Evidence that my best friend had been replaced? Proof that I wasn’t going crazy?

My phone rang. Unknown number.

“Hello?”

Breathing. Then: “You went to the park.”

“Charlotte?”

“Why did you go there?”

“How did you know I,”

“I can see your location. We share locations, remember?”

We did. Had since freshman year. But Charlotte’s phone had been dead for three months. The new phone shouldn’t have had that set up.

Unless someone had made sure it did. Someone who wanted to track me.

“I needed to think,” I said.

“About what?”

“About you.”

Silence. Then: “What about me?”

“About how you’re different. About how you’re wrong.”

“Harper,”

“The real Charlotte hated that trail. She only ran it because it was the safest route. She would never have gone willingly. She was taken.”

“I wasn’t taken. I left.”

My blood went cold. “What?”

“I mean, I must have left. Wandered off. The trauma,”

“Stop. Just stop.” I was walking back to my car, walking fast. “Who are you?”

“I’m Charlotte Mitchell.”

“No. You’re something else. Someone else. You look like her and sound like her but you’re not HER.”

“Harper, you’re scaring me.”

“Good. You should be scared. Because I’m going to figure out what you are. And when I do,”

The line went dead. I tried calling back but it went straight to voicemail. Charlotte’s voice, bright and cheerful: “Hey, it’s Char! Leave a message unless this is about homework, in which case, text Harper instead!”

Old voicemail. From before. Hearing it was like being punched in the stomach.

I sat in my car until the sun started setting. Officer Bennett knocked on my window.

“Time to head home, Harper.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

I drove home on autopilot. My mom was in the kitchen, making dinner. Dad was watching the news. Normal Tuesday evening in the Chen-Martinez household.

“How was Charlotte?” Mom asked, not looking up from the stove.

“Different.”

“Well, of course she’s different. After what she’s been through,”

“Mom.” I interrupted. “What would you do if I disappeared?”

She turned, spatula in hand. “What?”

“If I vanished for three months. What would you do?”

“I’d never stop looking for you.”

“And if I came back?”

“I’d never let you out of my sight again.” She crossed the kitchen, pulled me into a hug. “Why are you asking this?”

“The Mitchells aren’t watching Charlotte. They’re just… pretending everything’s normal.”

“People handle trauma differently, mija.” Dad from the doorway, using the Spanish he only pulled out when he was being gentle. “The Mitchells are probably just grateful to have her back.”

“But don’t you think it’s weird? She just walked into a police station? No explanation of where she’s been?”

“The mind protects itself,” Mom said. “Dissociative disorders are real. The memories might come back, or they might not.”

“You’ve been talking to Diana Mitchell.”

“She called earlier. She’s worried about you. Said you seemed upset.”

“I’m not upset. I’m…” I didn’t have a word for what I was. “I’m going to my room.”

“Dinner in twenty minutes.”

“Not hungry.”

I locked my door, opened my laptop, and started researching. Dissociative disorders. Fugue states. Amnesia. None of it explained the physical changes. The handedness. The missing scar. The food allergies.

Then I searched for something else: “people returning different after disappearing.”

The results were mostly fiction. Body snatcher movies. Changeling myths. Conspiracy theories about replacements and doubles.

But buried on the third page was a news article from two years ago. A boy in Oregon who’d vanished for two months and came back “different,” according to his sister. She’d insisted he wasn’t her brother, that something was wrong. Everyone thought she was traumatized.

Until the boy had a seizure and scans showed his brain was… different. Structured differently. Like it had been taken apart and put back together by someone who didn’t quite understand human anatomy.

The family had moved. No follow-up articles. The sister’s social media had gone dark.

I searched for more. Found three similar cases over five years. All teenagers. All missing for two to four months. All returned “different” according to someone close to them. All families disappeared from public view within six months of the return.

My phone buzzed. Charlotte.

Charlotte: Stop searching

Charlotte: You won’t like what you find

Charlotte: Just accept that I’m back. Please

Charlotte: I need you to accept it

Charlotte: Or things will get complicated

I stared at that last text. It wasn’t a warning. It was a plea. Like she needed me to believe she was Charlotte. Like something depended on it.

Me: What happens if I don’t accept it?

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Charlotte: Then you’ll find out what happened to the real Charlotte

Charlotte: And trust me

Charlotte: You don’t want to know

My hands were shaking. I typed back:

Me: She’s dead, isn’t she?

No response. I waited five minutes. Ten.

Then a photo came through. Charlotte, the thing pretending to be Charlotte, standing in her bedroom. Her old bedroom with the fairy lights and the band posters and the mountain of stuffed animals she’d never thrown away.

But in the mirror behind her, the reflection was wrong. Features slightly off. Smile too wide. Eyes too dark.

Eyes that weren’t green.

The caption: Some things are better left buried

I threw my phone across the room. It hit the wall, screen cracking. Good. I didn’t want to see any more messages from that thing.

A knock at my door. “Harper? You okay?”

“Fine, Mom. Just dropped my phone.”

“Dinner’s ready.”

“Be right down.”

I picked up my phone. The screen was spider-webbed with cracks but still worked. One more message had come through.

Charlotte: See you tomorrow, best friend

Charlotte: Act normal

Charlotte: Or everyone will think you’re crazy

Charlotte: Again

That last word hit like a slap. During the worst of the search, when I’d been calling hospitals and morgues, when I’d been convinced I could feel Charlotte out there somewhere, needing help, I’d had what my parents politely called “an episode.” Stayed up for three days straight. Ended up in the ER with exhaustion and dehydration, babbling about how Charlotte was trying to communicate with me.

The whole school knew. Poor Harper, who loved her best friend so much she literally went crazy when she disappeared.

If I started saying Charlotte wasn’t Charlotte, who would believe me? The girl who’d already had one breakdown? The girl who’d been so desperate to find her friend she’d started seeing signs everywhere?

No one would believe me.

Which meant Charlotte, whatever she was, had chosen her victim perfectly. Return as someone whose best friend was already considered unstable. Someone whose credibility was pre-destroyed.

I went down to dinner. Ate without tasting. Smiled when my parents talked about their days. Did homework. Went to bed.

And lay awake planning how to prove that my best friend was dead and something else was walking around in her skin.

The thing pretending to be Charlotte was right about one thing.

Some things were better left buried.

But I was going to dig them up anyway.















