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      Once upon a time there was a monster. This is how they tell you the story starts. This is a lie.

      [image: ]

      He isn’t cruel, and he didn’t eat her.

      She isn’t sure if that’s a kindness or not. She isn’t sure of anything but the locks and the keys and the secret scream hiding in her throat. And the last is suspect; sometimes it tastes like laughter.

      But she’s still alive. She tells herself this means something.

      He tugs on the tether attached to the chain around her neck. A gentle tug, but it’s enough. His claws click on the stones of the rocky path leading away from the cave, toward the town, a sound like chattering teeth, and although the bottoms of his feet are thick and leathery, she feels every jagged edge, every sharp point, beneath the soles of her satin slippers. He moves lightly for his size; beneath his steps, the ground merely quivers. She takes a few steps until he stops again.

      People stand on either side of the path. A few wear smiles, but most carry only relief on their faces, for they all know what she did.

      The gazes touch, linger, penetrate. She wants to scream that they have no idea what it’s like—how can they?—but she won’t. Even if she could, they wouldn’t care. All the faces here belong to strangers, but even if they were her people, they would extend neither hand nor choice.

      She’s on display so they know she’s still among them. So they know they’re still safe. Does he want them to know he didn’t tear her head from her shoulders, rip her limbs from her torso and toss the pieces aside? He has that right. He’s had that right since the day she was given to him.

      They don’t do that anymore, her mother said time and time again, but her eyes said otherwise.

      Or does he want to merely assure them that she didn’t succeed, that his power is still nothing to be trifled with, to be challenged? Yes, it’s apparent in the set of his jaw, the carriage of his spine.

      She keeps her chin raised, too, so they don’t forget she was strong enough to try.

      [image: ]

      Lies are like bits of straw. When there’s only one, it would be easy to pick it up, break it in two, bring the pieces out into the light. But then you add a second, and you can’t find a way to dislodge one without the other. A third, a fourth, a fifth, and soon the weight of the pile is impossible. It becomes a maze with no solution.

      Best to pretend it’s truth, not a tangle of fiction.

      [image: ]

      When they return inside, he closes the iron gate set deep into the stone. Locks it. Closes the outer door. Locks it, too. Then the inner door. When the final tumblers clunk into place, he slips the key ring onto a chain around his neck, the same sort of chain that circles hers, yet she doesn’t fool herself into believing he’s a prisoner too.

      [image: ]

      Lie #1: This is a great honor.

      [image: ]

      He doesn’t touch her once they’re in bed. He has before and he was as gentle as possible; she knows he wants to again and in time, he will. No one told her about that part. That was a kindness.

      On her side, she stares at the bed curtains, heavy and embroidered in gold and silver like everything else in his home. (She refuses to call it hers. She never will.) Strange that monsters would adore such finery, or perhaps it’s only her monster that cares for such things.

      No curtains surrounded her bed at home, no tapestries covered the walls, yet she would trade all the gilt in the world for the chance to return. She presses her face into the pillow, willing away the impossible dream.

      One hand sneaks to the chain around her neck. The links are small and delicate, but a chain is still a chain; it marks her as a possession, a thing, not a person.

      [image: ]

      There is neither spell nor curse to break. This is not a love story. He will always be a monster. She will always be chained.

      [image: ]

      In the morning, he traces the side of her face with one of his claws, not hard enough to break the skin but firm enough to leave behind a sting. She doesn’t lean into his touch, nor does she pull away.

      His eyes are the color of leaves beneath an early twilight sky, his teeth slivers of moon reflecting on water, and his pelt a shade of night. He speaks mainly in his native tongue—all grunts and hisses, rolling growls and throaty sounds that remind her of a cat when its head is scratched. When he speaks the language of humans, the words sound as if they’re formed by a mouth full of pebbles.

      Though many have tried, no human has ever deciphered the language of monsters. Who can say if things would be different if they had.

      He leaves the bed chamber without touching her again, though he seems to pause briefly in the arched doorway.

      She wishes she could be content, because it would be so much easier for her, for him, for everyone. This is the way it’s supposed to be. This is the way it’s been ever since the monsters awoke from their deep slumber and claimed their place as leaders of men and beasts alike. This is the possibility for every secondborn daughter, something she was taught from the moment she was capable of learning.

      Why she isn’t content, she doesn’t know.

      (Maybe the others aren’t content either.)
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      After the drawing, while the councilmen waited outside, her mother brushed her hair for a long time without speaking, without meeting her eyes. She thought she heard a faint whisper, a muffled I’m sorry, though it might’ve been only what she wished to hear.

      He brushes her hair now, the silvered handle awkward in his grip. She closes her eyes, pretends she is still a child, pretends it’s her mother’s hand holding the brush. But the breath touching her neck and the musky smell of him tells her the truth.
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      Lie #2: In time, you will forget your old life and come to embrace the new.
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      His muzzle, forelegs, and belly are heavily scarred from the fight with his siblings and sire for the right to rule. Eventually, he, too, will sire young with one of his own kind and when his male offspring reach full maturity, they will challenge him for the right to rule. The last left alive will rule until it becomes time again to sire and fight. (She will be long gone before then; the monsters live a lifetime equivalent to that of five humans.)

      A barbaric practice, to be sure. Yet is it any more barbaric than humans tossing an etched stone into a pot to select a random girl to become a monster’s consort, all in the name of peace?

      [image: ]

      There is a story she and her friends (and how she misses them most of all) told each other, of someone like her and something like him and love, love enough to break the chains, to not care of the consequences. They would sigh and fall back with a hand pressed to budding breasts, gazing flutter-lashed at ceiling or sky, daydreaming of a great romance so powerful and beautiful that stories would be told and remembered forever and always.

      But they were young and knew nothing of monsters.
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      When he isn’t there, she walks the cave, a series of circular rooms and curving passageways. Soft carpets cover the stone, even in the passageways, and turn her steps to mere whispers. One passage, wide enough for two monsters to walk side by side, leads to a library, but secondborn daughters are no longer taught to read until they pass the age of the drawing. Still, she likes to open the books, breathe in the pages, pretend she understands the words. She thinks of her friends learning letters and words and stories, and her hands fist tight enough to hurt.

      Be brave is the last thing she remembers her mother saying.

      But she isn’t brave. Stealing keys and trying to creep out in the middle of the night is foolish, not brave. Everyone knows monsters have exceptional hearing; she knew she wouldn’t get away. And she doesn’t want to be brave. She wants to be free. She will never learn to be content, she will never stop dreaming of life outside the cave, and she shouldn’t have to. She refuses.

      She puts her face in her hands, not to hide her tears, but to hold in her rage.
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      Lie #3: As a second daughter, your natural born duty is the safety and security of others.

      [image: ]

      In the morning, he reaches for her face. She pulls away. He stares, considering her, for a long time, his eyes inscrutable, but he doesn’t try to touch her again.

      When he leaves, she hides her smile behind a palm. A small victory, but a victory nonetheless.
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      The council kept her drugged, something she only realized when she woke alone on a dais, mouth throbbing with pain, the entrance of the cave a great maw waiting to swallow her whole. She was nude save for a modest cascade of flowers of a type she’d never seen, their petals white, but limned in the deepest red. She wondered who’d bound her wrists and ankles, who’d undressed her and placed her on display. Did they look at her breasts, her sex? Did they dare a forbidden touch of velvet skin? Or did they not even see her at all?

      When he approached, she refused to cower, refused to close her eyes. He was not as bad as she’d imagined. He was also worse.

      [image: ]

      The center of the cave holds a pool lined by rocks worn smooth by the passage of many monstrous steps. The cerulean water is deep and always warm, and she spends many afternoons floating, staring at a circular hole in the stone high overhead—the only break in the outer cave walls not locked and barred.

      Today, though, she doesn’t disrobe. Instead, she runs her hands over the pitted walls and curls her fingers into a gap in the stone. She finds a toehold, then another. Not quite like climbing trees as she did when a child, but near enough. Reach, pull. Reach, pull. Until she meets nothing but smooth surface, no nook or cranny for even one finger. With a sigh, she eases down and moves to the other side of the water.

      Although she climbs higher this time, she reaches a spot where she can’t grasp the next handhold, no matter how hard she strains, willing her spine to lengthen, her arms to stretch. She tries again and again until her palms are scraped and raw. Back on solid ground, she rubs her hands together, relishing the burn as she scans the rest of the walls.

      Tomorrow, she’ll try again. She isn’t sure how she’ll traverse the top, where it begins to curve toward the hole. Maybe she’ll simply tumble into the water below or perhaps to her death on the rocky path.

      [image: ]

      He touches her palms gingerly. His eyes ask questions that his mouth does not, questions he knows will go unanswered save for clumsy pantomime, and she’s in no mood for games of any kind. When he pushes her down on the bed, she presses against his massive chest, and shakes her head hard enough to make her ears ring.

      Again, he pushes. Again, she shakes her head. He growls, but he storms from the room, his every step leaving behind a heavy thump.

      She doesn’t bother to hide her smile.
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      Lie #4: They cut out your tongue so your voice, your words, will not anger him.

      [image: ]

      For several days, he ignores her. She spends hers climbing, each time ascending higher and higher. She paces the cave and its passageways, inspects the bars in every window and every doorway, testing for loose stone, crumbling mortar, any weakness at all. The discontent grows inside her like an unborn babe.

      Do any of the others feel this way? And what of those who came before? The stories, the histories, say no. They say all the girls handed over to the beasts were honored and treasured, but who can say for sure. Who knows who truly wrote the stories.

      Was Livia of Northingate gifted with furs and rubies and opals? Did Rebecca of Southton have the most magnificent library ever built, with spiraling staircases and secret cushioned nooks? (This was before it was decided secondborn daughters should not know how to read and write.) Yet in spite of the finery, they were all prisoners still. The stories didn’t say that. They didn’t have to.

      Her mother said she would grow to be happy. (Barring the other option of ending up between teeth and jaws, of course.) But her mother was a firstborn daughter. She never had to worry. She was never to be given to a monster.

      Is he content? Why wouldn’t he be? He doesn’t sacrifice, he doesn’t pay with silence and disfigurement, he doesn’t pay at all.

      So why should she?
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      He takes her shoulders, lowers his muzzle until it’s nearly touching her nose, pushes her toward the bed. Holding out her hands, she makes a sound that isn’t a word but wants to be. He halts, his eyes wary, unsure, ghosted by a touch of anger.

      She bites her lower lip, but doesn’t look away. Will he kill her? One slash of his claws could split the skin of her neck, sever her head from her shoulders; one snap of his jaw could tear apart her body from nape to tailbone.

      He exhales a carnivorous breath, gives her his back, and, after a long moment, leaves the room, trailing the echo of a growl. She sinks to her knees, heart racing. Although she doesn’t want to live this way, she doesn’t wish to die either.

      What happened to the others who shared this cave with him? Did they dash themselves to pieces on rocks while climbing to an illusion of escape? Did their lives end in his gullet and gut? Did they grow old and aged and infirm? The stories never tell of such things, for no one knows. No one ever returns. They’re never allowed to. To do so would break the agreements—ancient ones written in old languages no one can speak anymore.

      The words may very well be lies themselves.

      [image: ]

      She touches her mouth, feels the weight of forced silence. Her people did this. Her people allowed this to happen. No, encouraged it. Her silence and captivity ensured their safety so they were more than willing to do whatever was necessary. It was never for the monsters’ sakes, but for theirs.

      When they delivered her to the council, did they weep or simply erase her name from their lips and her face from their memories as though she were dead, not imprisoned? Did it help them sleep the sleep of the just and dreamless at night? Would that she could haunt their nightmares, turn their own voices to silent screams.

      [image: ]

      Lie #5: He is the monster.

      [image: ]

      Her shoulders no longer ache as much as they did when she made her first attempt at climbing. Hand over hand, she rises, so intent on her progress that she only becomes aware of his presence when he grabs her around the waist, plucking her from the wall as a child plucks a blossom from its stem.

      Instead of dashing her against the rock, he lets her drop. She lands on her side with a jolt, and her teeth clamp together, the sound like a snapping twig. Bending close, he bares his own and roars. She recoils from the noise, from the heat and stink of his breath, and then he’s gone.

      Hands shaking, she wills herself not to cry and fails, miserably so.
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      That night, she pushes him away with all her might, fights as long and as hard as she can, but he’s stronger. Damn him, damn them all.

      A day later, the hole in the cave above the pool bears a set of bars.

      Emphatic messages that speak louder than any voice could project—she belongs to him, and the only way out is death.

      [image: ]

      Every night, she fights. Every day, she ignores him and pretends the bars don’t exist. She climbs, bloodying her palms, tearing her clothes. In the passageways, she paces and wills herself to stop thinking of the outside, to stop thinking of choices and hope, to be content. But all the will she can muster can’t make a thing so. Would that he would do her the kindness of killing her, of ending it all.

      Sometimes she dreams of his teeth tearing her flesh, ripping her into tiny pieces. Other nights, she dreams of someone breaking through the bars, rushing in to sweep her away, but in the morning, the lie fades. No one will save her from the monster. No one will take that risk.

      They never have and never will.

      [image: ]

      Finally, she reaches the top of the wall where it begins to curve. With one hand firmly grasping the edge of a small cleft and her toes tucked into two more, she extends her free hand, fingers dancing across the rock in a gentle waltz. Here and there, she finds gaps, spaces she’s sure she could grip to swing herself across to the window.

      She flexes her hand and a sound darts through the air. Tightening her hold, she peers over one shoulder to see him there, his massive body reclining against the wall. The sound comes again, and it takes her a moment to place it—laughter. The largest insult of them all. Her face blooms with heat; her mouth twists.

      No more, she vows. No more.
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      In a narrow passage, she finds a loose chunk of stone twice the length of her hand, one end wide, the other narrowing to a jagged point, and tests it against her palm. As pearls of red bubble to the surface, she smiles, but there are tears in her eyes.

      She waits until the middle of the night, until the cave fills with the sound of his slumber. On her knees with heels resting against the backs of her thighs, she lifts her arms high, palms protected by knotted silken scarves.

      The stone pierces pelt and sinew, and blood gushes crimson and warm from his neck. He roars as his eyes open, lashing out with claws extended. Pain flares bright and hot in her upper arm, but she doesn’t stop. She can’t. There’s so much blood. Rivers—oceans—of it. Fingers slick, mouth filled with the taste of wet metal, she stabs again and again and again until her breath is ragged, until his is no more.

      Sobbing, she drops the stone and draws her knees to her chest. Will they flay the flesh from her bones? Pummel her with rocks? Merely give her to another monster?

      No. She won’t allow the latter. She’ll never allow it. She strips off her sodden nightgown and uses another to scrub the tears from her cheeks and the blood from her skin.

      His body is heavy, but she manages to drag it to the floor and she works through the rest of the night, cutting away the furred skin, carefully scraping the fat and meat free. Using strands of her hair braided with strips of the beast’s viscera, she sews the rents from the stone. She rips the heart from the carcass and smears the clotted blood on her skin, then she curls her body into the hide, pulls it close, and slips her hands into the paws.

      Her flesh warms, melts into the pelt until there’s no way to know where one ends and the other begins. Her muscles flex and expand, growing to fit a new shape, a new purpose. Her bones break and knit back together in a stronger construction. There’s no pain, but she isn’t surprised. She’s already paid a thousand times over.

      She opens her reshaped mouth and what emerges is neither the mewl of a tongueless girl nor the roar of a monster, but the triumph of a great and terribly beauty. All around her, the colors are more intense, the edges sharper. She gets to her feet and heads toward the entrance of the cave, trailing her claws along the walls, cutting gouges in the stone. Her new form isn’t ponderous, but graceful. Powerful.

      And she remembers.

      She remembers the council handing her over without a second thought. She remembers everyone standing outside, watching her led with tether and chain. She remembers their gazes upon her and their silence. Peace, they called it. She has a different word for what they’ve done.

      Emerging into the sunlight, she throws back her head, cries out to the sky. The ground trembles fury beneath her feet, and she bares her new teeth.

      The people want a monster. She’ll give them one.
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      Once upon a time there was a girl …
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      I wear you in my bones.

      No one else can see you, but I know you’re there. I feel the weight of you within the shape of me like a tumor, a disease. If I look too long in the mirror I’m afraid I’ll see you staring back.

      Sometimes late at night, when the house is quiet, I whisper your name, but you never answer.

      [image: ]

      My mom talked the whole way to your house, which was weird because she never liked talking while she was driving, and when I tried to turn on the radio, she swatted my hand away. I watched the houses and trees blur past and tuned her out. I’d already heard everything she was saying: Alyssa can’t wait to meet you. And her birthday is only three weeks after yours. Almost like twins. Isn’t that neat? Thom is so excited for you to see the house.

      Our parents had been dating for over a year, and they already had a wedding date set. I don’t know why they waited so long for us to meet, unless they had a feeling it wouldn’t go so well. Or maybe they just wanted to make really sure it was serious.

      I didn’t want a sister or a stepfather. Didn’t want to move from the only house I’d ever lived in, didn’t want to leave behind the gouge in the kitchen doorframe which I’d made with a field hockey stick or the marks on the wall in the kitchen measuring my changing height or the spare bedroom that was my dad’s old office, that still smelled of his aftershave, even after three years. Your mom was dead, too, something mine told me a thousand times, and she met your dad in a support group for grieving spouses. I guess they weren’t grieving that much. I knew better than to say that to my mom, though.

      “We’re here, honey,” my mom said as she pulled into a driveway.

      The house, more than twice the size of our townhouse, was brick with dark green shutters and a big front yard, and, gauging by the trees towering over the dark-shingled roof, an ever bigger back yard. My mom’s face was all smiles, but I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood.

      At least it was big enough so we wouldn’t have to share a bedroom—that would’ve been awful—and I wouldn’t have to change schools either. My mom asked if I wanted to switch to the private school you went to, but I said no. I didn’t care that I’d have to wake up way early to catch the bus. She was making me leave everything; I wasn’t going to leave my friends, too. She asked me a couple times, but once she realized I wasn’t going to change my mind she stopped.

      You dad met us at the door and that wasn’t a big deal. We’d met before. You were in the living room, slouched on one end of an uncomfortable-looking sofa. We said hello, but your gaze said Invader.

      You were a lot smaller than me and your cheeks were still chubby, like a little kid’s. You looked ten, not thirteen. But your eyes were dark and serious, and you stared at me so long and hard that I cleared my throat and shuffled my feet and eventually looked away.

      Your dad said, “Why don’t you show Courtney the rest of the house while Grace and I work on some wedding stuff?”

      “That would be wonderful, wouldn’t it?” my mom said to me.

      It wasn’t like I could say what I really wanted to, so I followed you around the first floor while you pointed out the rooms in a low, flat voice. The staircase off the front foyer was a wide curve leading to the second floor. I thought it would be fun to slide down the banister, but when I asked you if you’d ever done it, you said, “Of course not.”

      All the furniture in the living room looked formal and unused; the dining room was dark wood and heavy curtains; the study held leather chairs, a desk with clawed feet, and lots of bookcases. You didn’t say the rooms were off-limits, but they were all museum silence and sharp edges.

      Kind of like you, honestly.

      Everything smelled weird. Not bad, just the way other people’s houses always do, and I wondered if me and my mom would start to smell like this, or if everything would start to smell like us. And worse, would we even notice?

      The kitchen was big, but there were no pictures or school notes tacked on the refrigerator, no crumbs on the counter, no dishes in the sink. The breakfast nook was the first room that looked lived in—there was an open book face-down on a placemat and a cup with traces of orange juice. Two steps led down into a family room with a huge television and a wrap-around sofa with throw blankets and pillows. There were two more books on the coffee table, and one of the pillows had a dent in it from someone’s arm or elbow.

      At our house, we always had magazines or my homework or unopened mail on the coffee table and half the time, I shoved the pillows on the floor because they mostly got in the way. It drove my mom nuts. Our sofa was a lot smaller than the one here, but I didn’t see anyplace where it could fit. I bet my mom was going to donate it like she did with the old clothes that didn’t fit or I didn’t want anymore, and my chest got tight. Someone else would sit in my spot. My spot that used to be my dad’s spot. I really wanted to run over and cut open the cushions of your sofa so we’d have to bring ours. Same with the pillows and the blankets. But I was too old for temper tantrums. And a sofa wouldn’t change anything.

      “We use this one most of the time,” you said, pointing to a narrow staircase off the kitchen.

      Carpet the color of instant oatmeal before water’s added swallowed the sounds of our feet. Your dad’s bathroom was almost the size of my room at home and the bedroom had room for a sofa, coffee table, and another television nearly as big as the one downstairs along with all the regular bedroom furniture.

      You pushed open the door to an empty room across the hallway. “This is yours,” you said, sneering as you spoke the words.

      The room was big with pale blue walls almost the same color as my bedroom at home. The paint wasn’t wet, but it smelled new. Two wide windows looked out into the back yard, which was even bigger than I thought it would be, and there was a hot tub off the deck and a pool with an enclosure so it could be used all year long.

      “Your bathroom’s there,” you said, nodding toward another door.

      I was secretly relieved when one quick look inside revealed that I wouldn’t have to share.

      “Where’s your room?”

      You pointed at the end of the hallway. I caught a glimpse of bookcases and pale grey walls through the half-open door, and I thought you’d show me the whole room, but you didn’t, just stared at me again the way you did downstairs, like you could see through—inside—me. My arms broke out in goosebumps.

      “I have a soccer ball in the car,” I said, rubbing my arms. “Want to kick it around?”

      You shook your head. “I don’t play sports.”

      “Do you swim?”

      Another shake of your head. “The pool was my mom’s.”

      I traced a circle in the carpet with the tip of my shoe. “Can anyone else use it?”

      “I didn’t say they couldn’t,” you said, each word bitten off and spat at my feet.

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so we stood there in the hallway—I kept my face turned away so I wouldn’t have to see your eyes—until I wanted to scream to break the quiet.

      “We can go back downstairs,” you finally said.

      In the car on the way home, my mom asked, “What did you think?”

      “It’s big and it’s way too quiet,” I said. “But I like the pool and the back yard, and it’ll be neat having my own bathroom.”

      “Not the house, kiddo, but Alyssa?”

      “She’s quiet too,” I said. And weird, I didn’t say.
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      A few weeks after the wedding, after my mom and I moved in—I was wrong about my sofa being donated; it fit in my bedroom—I took a soccer ball into the back yard. You were in your room, reading, which was pretty much all you did. My mom kept telling me to ask you to do stuff, but you weren’t interested in anything I was, so most of the time I lied and told her I’d already asked and you said no.

      Your dad came out of the kitchen with a bag of recycling and waved as he went around the side of the house. On his way back, the ball traveled into his path and I called out, “Sorry!” He kicked it my way and I returned it without a thought, the way I used to do with my dad.

      I held my breath, thinking he’d get mad, but he didn’t. He grinned and said, “Now you’re on.” He grabbed two lawn chairs, setting them on their sides for makeshift nets, and the two of us ran back and forth across the lawn, kicking the ball and laughing. Not sure how long we played, but it was a lot longer than I expected. I won, but it was close; he was pretty good and played hard.

      After he went back inside, I saw you through your bedroom window, half-hidden by the curtain. I started to wave, but you stepped out of sight. I waited to see if you’d peek again, but you didn’t.

      I guess it made you jealous, but it wasn’t my fault that your dad liked soccer. You could’ve come out to play too. No one was stopping you.
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      Even when it was just the two of us, my mom was big on family dinner. She said it was too easy to get into a routine of not eating together. So every night we’d sit at the table, and I’d tell her about school and she’d tell me about work. Then we’d talk about things happening in the world, silly stuff from social media like viral videos or ridiculous memes, everything and anything.

      We did the same thing at your house, too, and your dad joined in the conversation. My mom tried to get you to talk, but you answered with “Fine” every time she asked how school was and shrugged and forked another bite into your mouth when she asked what you did in class.

      That lasted for about a month and then one night, my mom called everyone to the table and from the top of the stairs you called down, “I’m not hungry.”

      Your dad said it wasn’t really a big deal, but my mom’s eyebrows were halfway up her forehead. “I want us to eat as a family,” she said.

      “You can’t force her to eat if she isn’t hungry,” your dad said.

      “She doesn’t have to eat if she doesn’t want to, but I’d like her to sit with us at least. She shouldn’t hide away in her room all the time.”

      “She’s not hiding, she’s probably reading. We never really made a big deal about dinner before.”

      “I understand that, but things are different now.”

      “Grace, honey, she’s still getting used to all the changes. Every kid deals with things at their own pace,” your dad said. “Don’t worry about it tonight, okay?”

      I knew my mom didn’t want to let it go, but she did. I was surprised. The next night, you did the same thing, and although my mom narrowed her eyes, she held her tongue.

      Later, I saw you in the kitchen, making a sandwich.

      I said, “I thought you weren’t hungry.”

      “I wasn’t,” you tossed over your shoulder.

      “My mom’s trying,” I said. “You don’t have to be mean to her.”

      Your eyes were laser beams, boring into mine. “I didn’t ask her to try. I didn’t ask her to come here at all.”
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      I flopped on the sectional in the family room, grabbed the remote, and started flipping through channels before I saw you curled up in the corner of the sofa with a book in your hand. You glared at me from atop the cover. I wanted to leave the room, but I didn’t want you to know how I felt so I stayed put.

      “I was sitting here reading,” you said.

      “Okay, sorry.” I turned off the television. Crossed my arms over my chest and swallowed hard. “Want to play checkers or Uno or something?”

      You let out a long sigh and, from behind your book, said, in a sing-song voice, “Why don’t you go play soccer with my dad?”

      I didn’t, but I did go swim in the pool. I didn’t understand what your problem was. We were supposed to be a family, right? I didn’t like it a whole lot either but I was trying. After a while, my mom and your dad came outside and got in the pool with me. When we finished, you weren’t in the family room anymore and your bedroom door was shut. I made a face as I walked by, but paused because I heard your voice, your words low and growly. It definitely sounded like you were talking to someone—you kept pausing like you were waiting for an answer—except I knew you were the only one in your room. Your footsteps moved close to the door and I took off, heart pounding. You talking to yourself was nothing to be scared of, but I was.
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      My mom opened my bedroom door and stuck her head in. “Courtney, are you going to get up sometime this morning?”

      I groaned and smacked the snooze button on my blaring alarm clock, fighting to keep my eyelids from fluttering shut again. Wondering why my sheets felt gritty, I pushed back the covers, scrubbed the sleep from my eyes, and struggled to a sitting position. Both my sheets and the soles of my feet were flecked with dirt, and smudged footprints tracked across the floor, leading in from the door.

      I sat motionless. I’d showered the night before—my towel discarded in a pile on the floor was proof, not that I needed any. And I didn’t sleepwalk. I never had.

      My hands started to shake. It had to be you, but why would you even do something like that? I left you alone, and I never went in your room.

      I heard footsteps in the hall and caught a blur of motion, too short to be my mom. She called out again for me to get a move on and I did, wiping my feet on the towel and cleaning away the footprints on the floor as fast as I could.

      While I was rinsing out my juice glass in the kitchen, I stared out the window over the sink and saw my favorite soccer ball in the middle of the yard. I never left it outside. Ever. It was the last thing my dad ever gave to me. When you came in the room a few minutes later, you had a tight-lipped, secretive smile. I wanted to shove your cereal bowl off the counter. I also wanted to run out of the room. Behind my mom’s back, I mouthed the word why. You kept on smiling. I wanted to tell my mom what you did, but I didn’t.

      I should have. I guess I was afraid she wouldn’t believe me, and, although I didn’t want to admit it, I was afraid of you.
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      In the formal living room, gilt-framed photographs sat on the side tables and the fireplace mantel. There were a couple of pictures of you as a baby and one with you, your dad, and your mom at the beach. The three of you were squinting into the sun, but I could tell you looked a lot like her; you had the same hair color and the same round face. She looked normal, though, not creepy.

      A picture from our parents’ wedding hung over the fireplace. In it, they were smiling so big it made my cheeks hurt. I was standing beside my mom; you beside your dad. All four of us had our arms linked—the photographer’s idea. You were smiling, too, but it was more like the weird smile from the kitchen than a real one. I’d never noticed before but once I did, I couldn’t not notice. I heard a snort behind me and you were there, book tucked under your arm, mouth crooked into a sneer. “O happy family,” you said.

      “At least some of us are trying,” I shot back.

      “She’ll never be my mom,” you said.

      “She isn’t trying to be.”

      “You’ll never be my family
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