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PRAISE FOR WHEN I WAS DEATH

‘Atmospheric and achingly lyrical, When I Was Death is a tale of untamed girlhood, defiant loyalty and a relentless search for truth.’

Sophie Clark, author of Cruel is the Light

‘Honest, emotionally raw and brilliant, When I Was Death shattered my heart and rebuilt it into something new. Packed with gut-wrenching turns I never saw coming, it’s the kind of story I wish I could experience for the first time all over again.’

Angela Montoya, author of A Cruel Thirst

‘Alexis Henderson’s hauntingly beautiful prose explores how girlhood and grief are often intertwined. I savoured every single page.’

Cynthia Murphy, author of Win Lose Kill Die

‘Hauntingly beautiful and equally heart-wrenching, When I Was Death explores love and loss in a way that both hurts and heals. Alexis Henderson has crafted an intimate, powerful and utterly unputdownable tale.’

Channelle Desamours, author of Needy Little Things

‘A searing portrayal of girlhood, at once sparkling and violently dark. When I Was Death is thrilling and wholly original.’

Goldy Moldavsky, author of The Last Girl

‘This is girlhood at its darkest and most glittering. When I Was Death is the culty road trip fantasy of your dreams. It’s horror with heart, unafraid to explore the sharp edges of friendship and sisterhood.’

Maria Meservey, author of The Ironfell Inheritance

‘Henderson’s prose glows with honesty, her characters richly textured and utterly alive. The story drifts through the relentless current of love and loss, tracing the sharp-toothed gaps grief leaves behind and the lengths one might go to fill them.’

Abby Dewsnup, author of Rabbit Heart

‘I couldn’t put it down! When I Was Death is brilliant from start to finish.’

Abiola Bello, author of Love in Winter Wonderland

‘A beautiful exploration of grief and girlhood. Five stars. I’ll be haunted by this one for a long time.’

Beth Tomlin, author of To Hell With You
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For my sister
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CHAPTER 1

The girls arrived on a bleak morning in May, eight months after my sister’s death. I first saw them through my bedroom window, three vehicles—a rust-eaten pickup truck, an old station wagon, and an Airstream RV—crawling down the street and around the bend of the cul-de-sac. There were three teenage girls sitting in the bed of the pickup truck, all of them staring at my house as though it were a landmark. I stared back, and I swore one of them—a pale girl with hair like fire—looked up at my window and smiled. But by the time I scrambled downstairs and burst through the front door, they were gone. I might’ve thought I’d dreamed them if not for the smell of diesel hanging like a ghost in the cool morning air.

A few hours later, I left my house and walked down the sorry little main street of my hometown in Michigan. But calling it a town at all is generous. Towns are comprised of people, and once emptied of them, they lose their respective designations and become something else. The something else is what I walked through that day. Cracked streets licked with heat waves, a thin trickle of traffic passing by. The dusty storefronts of antique shops and jewelry stores that never had any customers. The remnants of a place that barely existed.

I scanned the streets, half hoping to spot the girls who had driven past my house that morning, but they seemed to have disappeared without a trace.

Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about them.

It was a two-mile walk from my house to Conny’s Coney Dogs, the twenty-four-hour diner where I worked as a waitress. The diner’s owner and namesake, Conny—a tall, grave woman who smelled perpetually of patchouli and pot smoke—had hired me, probably out of pity, because I’d never waited a table in my life. By that time, the whole town knew about my sister and had closed ranks around my family the way small towns are supposed to when something tragic and terrible happens to one of their own.

But Conny had offered something others hadn’t: distraction. In the long months that followed my sister’s death, she taught me the rhythms of the diner—how to flirt tips from begrudging patrons who had next to nothing in their pockets, how to anticipate their needs with no more than a passing glance. In the grimy staff bathroom, I gathered my curls into a fat braid, scrubbed at my armpits with hand soap and a soggy wad of paper towels (I’d slept through my alarm and hadn’t had the chance to shower) before changing into my uniform. It was a peach-pink dress—the color of a newborn baby’s flush—with snagged stockings and a paper-pale apron so small it didn’t cover much of anything. Once dressed, I pinned on my name tag just a few inches below my starched collar. It read Roslyn Volk in smudged Sharpie, because Conny liked it when her servers introduced themselves by their first and last names. Something about the importance of family, of knowing where a person was from and, in her words, exactly what stuff they were made of.

My sneakers squelched on the sticky tile floors as I carried steaming plates of pancakes and scrambled eggs, biscuits half submerged in gravy, and burnt triangles of toast to their respective tables. I refilled coffeepots and chatted with the regulars, trying my best to keep up with the breakfast rush.

On a staticky TV screen above the bar, the news was playing, though the sound was partly drowned out by the clamor of the kitchen—pots and pans clattering, slabs of bacon sizzling on the grill, cooks shouting orders above the din. The headline of the day was a string of violent storms that had washed across the Midwest the night before, spawning a series of tornadoes, one of which flattened a small town in Ohio, claiming the lives of more than a dozen people. It was the first bad storm of the year, and the meteorologist predicted more would follow.

There was a congressman on TV crying about the devastation when the girls entered the diner, the five of them streaming in single file.

One of the girls wore a long fur-collared coat despite the thickening heat. Another swept past in a heavy peasant skirt paired with a cropped and pilled flannel shirt. A third wore heavy boots and ripped men’s jeans that looked like they were fished from the bowels of a Salvation Army bin and attacked with a razor.

They were around my age, but they dressed the way sixth graders imagined themselves dressing at twenty, without the smothering supervision of their parents or the pressure of their peers. Their hair was wild, as if none of them owned a brush. And they were all pretty, but in the way that girls find each other pretty. Which is to say, unkempt and decidedly intimidating, like a boy’s idea of a dream girl gone ragged at the edges.

I hoped they wouldn’t sit in my section—groups of girls my age made me anxious—but the five of them did just that, occupying a small booth at the back of the diner, sitting crushed together hip-to-hip on the same side as if there wasn’t another empty bench right in front of them.

I recognized the redhead immediately. She was the same fire-haired girl who I thought might’ve smiled at me that morning when the caravan drove past the house. Her bony hands were covered in faded stick-and-poke tattoos that looked like doodles drawn with pen, and she had wedding rings on every finger. She wore hoop earrings so large I could’ve slid one halfway up my arm, and she was impeccably dressed in wide-cut patchwork jeans and a lace top that looked like vintage lingerie with its vaguely cone-shaped bra cups.

Sitting close beside the redhead was the youngest of the five—maybe thirteen, give or take a year. She fixed her brilliant blue eyes on me and smiled at my approach. She had downy blond hair and wore lipstick, cracked and smeared and bleeding at the edges of her mouth like she’d applied and reapplied it with a heavy hand several days prior. She slipped a vape pen from the pocket of her coat and held it like a cigarette, pinched between two knuckles.

One of the older girls—she had dark eyes and hair the color of sand, which hung down her back in long microbraids—leaned across the table, snatched the vape pen from the blonde’s hand, and turned it off despite the younger girl’s protests.

None of them were locals, of that much I was certain. My graduating class would be comprised of fewer than a dozen students. I could rattle off their names, first and last, and some of their parents’ too. These girls were newcomers, which was strange for a small town devoid of tourism where things never really changed.

The young girl kept smiling at me, mouth wide and bloody from the lipstick. “I like your dress. I’ve been looking for one just like that for ages. Do they sell them here?”

“Um … afraid not, b-but thank you?” I fumbled with my pen and notepad and nearly dropped both. “What would you like to drink?”

“Pink lemonade,” said the girl. She kicked off her sandals, cork platforms with leather straps as thin as strings, and swapped them with the sneakers of the girl to her left. “They’re a better match. Don’t you think?”

“Um, yeah. We don’t have pink lemonade. Is regular lemonade okay? It’s house made.”

She bobbed her head. “Sounds good. You can just bring it by the pitcher, and we’d like coffee, or better yet, hot chocolate if you have it. And we’ll order the rest now too. Assuming you’re ready?”

I nodded down at my notepad, my pen poised. Together, they ordered what seemed like half the menu—several stacks of pancakes, French toast, hash browns smothered with cheese and onions, six sunny-side up eggs, a plate of bacon, two chili dogs from the lunch menu, a ham and cheese omelet, as well as fresh fruit in a to-go box.

“For Shiloh,” said a different, more sullen girl with a shifting gaze and the golden sliver of a nose ring pierced through her left nostril. Her hair was dark and cut in a ragged jaw-length bob, and her eyes were large and gray.

Conny, overhearing their lengthy order, got suspicious and made the girls pay for the meal up front. An older girl with blunt black bangs and blue eyeshadow lifted a large purse that looked like a carpetbag and set it on the table with a heavy thud that made the silverware jump and clatter. From it, she produced several fistfuls of wrinkled bills (I put them in the pocket of my apron to count later) and a small mason jar filled with silver change. She slid it to Conny with a smile. “Keep the change.”

Whenever I returned to their table, their conversation seemed to die into silence or abruptly change subjects. They were enviably self-contained and entirely unbothered despite the curious gazes of the other diners, particularly the male ones who watched them with rapt, too-sharp interest.

The girls weren’t naive or otherwise oblivious to the attention they received. Nor were they distant in the heavy-lidded, theatrical way girls often are when they’re trying to appear pointedly aloof. They were merely … impassive. Perhaps they were too consumed by their own conversation. At times, their discussion grew so intense it appeared they were arguing about something. The same name kept coming up repeatedly; I’d hear it—a hot, hissing whisper—as I passed their table: Shiloh. The one the fruit was for.

I watched them eat with furtive glances cast over my shoulder or from across the diner behind the bar. The redhead shoveled large forkfuls of French toast into her mouth as if this were the last meal she’d ever eat and she had only minutes left to finish it.

Beside her sat the girl with the braids. I was tempted to call her the pretty one, because even among the girls she stood out as particularly stunning. Her skin was deep and dewy, utterly flawless, though she didn’t look like she was wearing any concealer. She had full lips and high cheekbones that would’ve been the envy of any model. I stared as she popped the yolks of all six eggs on her plate—one after the other—with the tip of a steak knife and watched the yellow bleed into the white with dead eyes before licking the blade clean. The blonde emptied a small ramekin of maple syrup into the dregs of her coffee and drank the sludgy remnants in a single gulp.

“Slow down or you’ll choke,” said the older girl, the one with the powdery blue eyeshadow who’d paid for the food. When the youngest did, in fact, begin to choke just minutes later, the older girl patted her back until the coughing fit subsided.

It was a strange and intimate gesture, so maternal and natural that I wondered for a moment if the two were family. But they couldn’t have looked any less alike. Different races—one white, the other Asian. Different hair. Different demeanor. All five girls had a distinct way of being. I didn’t know how to describe it exactly, but it was both familiar and distinctly unusual.

They had a kind of confidence that came easily to them. The redhead kicked her feet out into the aisle that ran between tables, oblivious to the way she was taking up space. Bold in a way that boys are usually, and even then, only the most self-assured among them. The varsity athletes or that one overeager theater kid who lands all the lead roles in school plays.

After the girls finished their feast, I brought them a copy of the receipt. I doubted they’d want it. They’d refused to accept their change and seemed to have no care for cost, but I wanted another excuse to return to their table—curiosity surmounting my initial anxiety—to examine them up close one more time. “Can I interest you in something else? Maybe some dessert?”

“I’ll take a hot fudge sundae,” said the girl with the long braids. “No peanuts, with extra whip and maraschino cherries if you have them. And can you box it up so we can take it for the road?”

I nodded and was leaving to make it when the youngest of the group, the little blond girl, called me back. “Do you like to swim?”

“Sure,” I said. “I guess so.”

The young one nodded to the blue-eyeshadow girl, whom I took to be the leader of this strange flock. She reached into the other girl’s carpetbag purse, found a pen, and scrawled an address on the back of the receipt I’d supplied them with, then folded it and put it into the pocket of my apron without asking whether or not I wanted it.

“Tonight.” She slipped out of the booth. “Show up anytime after nine.”

I made the sundae as the girls wolfed down their final bites of food. When I delivered it to the booth, they were already on their feet, laughing and talking among themselves.

“See you tonight,” said the blonde. And then they were gone into the white brilliance of the day.
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CHAPTER 2

I was a person once. I had friends and hobbies and a boyfriend, crowned homecoming king, who liked me enough to text me every morning and night. Back then, I was on the track team, and my coach thought I was good enough to get a scholarship at the kind of college that would maybe make my parents want to brag to their friends. I posted online semiregularly: selfies with the camera blurred out of focus, the smears of sunsets, my sister’s face behind a rain-streaked window, a black squirrel rummaging through the contents of a dumpster. I’d write these long captions because I liked the thrill of stashing little pieces of myself in those posts. I guess some part of me believed that my life as I lived it was worth witnessing through a screen.

But even back then, when I was still a person, Adeline was something else. Something more. I was fairly well liked, approaching popular, even. But Adeline, one year my senior, was adored. Not just by her friends and our family, but by people she had never even spoken to. Everything that made me different and weird in the eyes of my classmates—like the fact that we were the only two biracial students at our small-town private school (our dad white and our mom Black)—just made Adeline all the more alluring. It helped that she was beautiful, and not in a pedestrian way. She was tall and bronze skinned like our mom but with our dad’s blond hair and hazel eyes. Heads swiveled when she came down the hall at school, people turning to look no matter how many times they’d seen her before.

She didn’t need an algorithm forcing her to the tops of people’s feeds to get attention. Wherever she went, people watched and listened, and she never once had to ask for it.

But it wasn’t just beauty that drew people to Adeline, it was something more. Adeline was capricious in a way that kept people on their toes. Her emotions were sharp and intense. Her happiness, at its height, was like the sun glaring sharply off a blanket of freshly fallen snow, and I’d find myself squinting at the sight of her smile. But when Adeline was sad—and she was often sad—the storms of her deep depressions swallowed her up, and me along with her. I told myself that this was because we were so close, but my emotions never affected Adeline the way hers did me. When Adeline was happy, I was happy. When she was sad, I was sad. And when she died, I became nothing at all.

Maybe I was nothing to begin with.

Adeline disappeared on a Thursday morning in late September, when I was preparing for school. She was in our shared bathroom with the door locked. She always woke earlier than I did, and I was used to waiting for her to finish her morning routine, but on that day, she was taking a lot longer than usual. I stood in the hall, with my towel and school uniform folded in a tight bundle against my chest, listening with an ear pressed to the door. I could hear the faucet running on the other side, but nothing more than that. “Addie?”

No answer.

I knocked twice. I needed to shave my legs and shower, brush my teeth and fix my hair, comb mascara through my lashes (which I always took pains to do in those early weeks of the semester, before the stress beat the intent to make a good impression right out of me). I banged on the door, open handed, until my palms stung. “Adeline, hurry the hell up.”

Nothing.

I began to worry then, less because I was certain there was something wrong and more because Adeline was the sort of girl one worried about. She liked to disappear. She’d run away from home several times and, on weekends, made a sport of wriggling out of basement windows to attend college parties in the next town over. She’d kept a roster of secret boyfriends and, in the eighth grade, had snuck out to meet one under the guise of a weekend field trip (the man, a twenty-year-old, was later arrested). Adeline was so good at disappearances that sometimes she did it while still present, escaping the cage of her own body and drifting someplace else. I’d seen her do it sitting right in front of me. She’d just empty herself of all thought and sensibility, her eyes like those of someone who’d fallen asleep without shutting them. I’d envied that talent, her innate ability to escape herself at will.

Exasperated, I’d pushed into the bathroom. The faucet was on, the sink flooded almost up to the top, like it had been on for hours. As if she’d left in a hurry without bothering to shut it off. There was an open container of whipped moisturizer on the countertop, the same cream she applied every night, working it into the bags beneath her eyes. As I edged up to the counter, I suppressed the compulsion to dip my index finger into the soft peaks of the cream and lick it clean. The window above the toilet was just ajar. There was no sign of Adeline.

We looked for her, of course. First, just my parents and me. And then, twelve hours into a fruitless search, we got the police involved. Search parties were organized by local churches and the high school, and they combed through the woods around the town. Police dogs paced the fields of nearby farms with their noses to the ground. They dusted our shared bathroom for fingerprints but found only mine and Adeline’s. Everyone who knew Adeline—family, friends, ex-boyfriends and flings—were questioned. Then questioned again. They dredged the pond behind our house down to the muck of its bottom, looking for a body. Helicopters circled the sky, trying to find what the search parties might’ve missed. Fundraisers cropped up online (I don’t know what they were funding, exactly, as we never saw any of the pledged donations). My parents promised reward money they didn’t have to spare, planning to draw from our college funds if anyone turned up with answers.

When Adeline was finally discovered, some eight weeks had passed. They found her body folded into one of those pastel plastic playhouses—half-overgrown with black mold and ivy—in the middle of the woods, four miles from the nearest road, nine from our house. No one understood how all those search parties and police dogs had neglected to find it, or why there was a random playhouse in the middle of the woods at all. It defied all logic, as if someone had hidden her away in the pocket of another reality, out of space and time. Like her body and the house that contained it had just spawned at random.

Why Adeline died there was another question unanswered. There was nothing sentimental about the place, and it had nothing to recommend it except, perhaps, that it was rather remote and quiet, and Adeline liked quiet places.

A hiker found her there, rotting but otherwise undisturbed, as if she’d simply fallen asleep and hadn’t bothered to wake up again.

That same day, I found a short letter in the drafts of her email, something I’d missed when I’d searched her computer before because, amid the chaos of the search for her, I’d never thought to comb through what she hadn’t sent or received. The email had been written a few weeks before she went missing. Not a suicide letter, per se, but something like one. As if she somehow knew what was coming and wanted to get ahead of it, have her say.

The letter was brief and confessional, the shorthand of an excuse (as if one’s own death were a thing that could be excused away). Things didn’t taste the same, she’d said. The sky was a duller blue. The air was thinner and drier than she remembered. Fall, her favorite season, was shorter than it used to be, the winters were longer, and she swore the snow fell gray instead of white, tainted before it ever even touched the ground, and she couldn’t bear it.

They removed her body from the playhouse, ferried her to the coroner’s office, where they ran toxicology reports and opened her up like the rats we’d dissected in biology class. I pondered over these gruesome details and had harbored some thin hope that, upon slitting open her stomach, the mortician might find a second letter, the paper soaked through with bile and acid, addressed to me in her cramped and messy handwriting. In this one, Adeline would apologize to me properly and assure me that I meant something to her, that she loved me, and that even death couldn’t change that. But, of course, there was no letter. The contents of her stomach, as outlined by the autopsy, consisted of gin and the remnants of her dinner the night before she disappeared, confirming that she died just hours later. Because there was nothing in her blood or belly that could’ve caused her death and no wounds or signs of struggle, her official cause of death was deemed inconclusive.

Adeline’s death remade me into something I never chose to be. Every hope I’d had for a future, every dream, had gone with her. I withdrew. Eventually, my friends stopped calling. I had a boyfriend at the time, and I broke up with him in a two-line text. We had a fight, in person, where he cried a lot (I found that strange, given that I’d caught him texting other girls behind my back the day before Adeline went missing), and I said very little at all, apart from the fact that I was sorry and tired and that my mom would be concerned if I didn’t get home soon. I deleted all my social media, made myself disappear.

But even after all of that, it took me a few months to realize I wasn’t really a person anymore. That somewhere along the way I’d become my grief. A glass cup filled to the brim with it so that everyone who saw me—all my friends, my family, my teammates, my coach—just saw the loss of Adeline. I began to suspect that I was unbearable to be around. That it hurt too much for people to exist in close proximity with someone who wore their pain so transparently.

Social interactions became painful and awkward. I had to think about things that other people didn’t—like how to smile or when to nod. My performance was less than convincing. Halfway through the spring semester, my grades slipped so low that the chances of being accepted to any decent colleges were next to zero.

I even forgot how to run. Every time I stepped out onto the track, it was like I was sprinting through syrup. I went from one of the fastest runners in the state to the slowest on the team. But I didn’t get kicked off until I refused to race. At least, that’s what I told my coach right before he benched me. The truth was, after a few months, my legs just gave out on me, my knees buckling every time I tried to push off the starting block. I formally quit the team soon after the benching, a decision that should’ve been devastating, but I felt little more than relief. Shortly after, I got my parents and therapist to co-sign my absence for the last few weeks of school, on account of bereavement. Free of distractions, I had more time to devote to the only thing I really cared about: figuring out what happened to my sister. Why she died.

I never accepted the coroner’s conclusion, mostly because it wasn’t one. I didn’t believe that my sister’s heart had just given out that night, at random, the way everyone else seemed content to. But in the absence of any compelling possibilities—fingerprints at the crime scene, DNA traces, suicide letters, or grainy CCTV footage—I had nothing to grab hold of, nothing to bolster my belief that my sister didn’t just die in a cruel stroke of misfortune except for the gut feeling, this unshakable instinct, that there was more to the story. I knew it not because of the way Adeline died, but because of how strange she’d acted in the last weeks of her life.

At the end of the last semester of her junior year, Adeline had been in a bad way. She started skipping classes, just how she was apt to do when her depression took a turn for the worse. There was talk of truancy and emergency meetings with therapists and guidance counselors. None of it worried me much; Adeline’s moods came and went. It was all normal for her.

What was abnormal, though, was my aunt’s intervention. At the end of that semester, as spring tipped into summer, she offered to let Adeline stay with her in a cabin on the lake in a rural part of northern Michigan, telling my parents that the nature and lack of cell service would do her good. Adeline, who was at that point choosing between an involuntary psych hold and a few long months on the lake, wisely opted for the latter.

The rest was rather fuzzy on my end. At the time, I was at a track camp several states away, but I know that, two weeks into her stay with my aunt, she made some friends—good influences, my aunt had called them, though she didn’t seem to know very much about them. Which was why I found it so surprising that my aunt and parents allowed her to leave with them that summer.

I returned home just a few days after Adeline did, and what I discovered rattled me. My beautiful storm of a sister—defiant and contemptuous, sharp toothed and wicked smart, mean sometimes just for the sport of it—was utterly and completely subdued, all the life gone out of her. Like she’d cut her own tongue out of her mouth and offered it up with a smile.

I was the only one who noticed, the only one who seemed to care. My parents were so relieved to have their daughter back, whole and healed and as obedient as they’d always wanted her to be, that they never seemed curious to discover what had prompted her turn for the better.

Adeline, for her part, was convincing enough. She went to church on Sundays and attended school without complaint, never skipping any classes, never late to the bus stop. When I picked fights with her, stealing her favorite T-shirt to wear for a track meet, taking more than my share of time in the bathroom, she never voiced the smallest complaint. She came home from school on time every day, never sullen or smelling of smoke. She did her homework and made pleasant conversation at the dinner table with my parents, nodding at all the right times.

There were no house parties or secret college boyfriends. No sneaking in through the basement windows after nights out. No fights with my parents or panic attacks. No bouts of depression that kept her in bed for days at a time.

To put it simply, she wasn’t the sister I knew.

In the short weeks of that summer away, she’d become a stranger to me.

When I finally questioned her about it, cornering her one night in her bedroom after my parents were asleep, demanding to know what happened to her over the summer that had changed her into a person I didn’t even know anymore, she just smiled at me. And I saw it then, something horrible in her eyes. Something ugly.

I named it, called it what it was. I pleaded with her to snap out of it, begged her to come back to me. The anger set in then, and I made sure she knew that, while she might’ve fooled everyone else, she couldn’t hide from me.

And I was suffering because of it. We both were.

What followed was the worst fight we’d ever had. A fight so terrible I had never been able to bring myself to revisit it, except one time. The night of my questioning at the police station, when I turned my memories inside out making sure I told the officers every detail—Adeline’s false smile, the deadness in her eyes, the way she seemed like a stranger, the way what seemed like a turn for the better was really just her giving up. But in the end, it didn’t matter. The police, my parents, the people in our town—they had all decided what they wanted to believe.

A girl goes out into the forest alone.

She falls asleep.

She doesn’t wake up.

These things do happen, after all.

I tried to confide in my parents, but they wouldn’t hear me. The most they offered were soft and pitying glances, thin platitudes about acceptance and letting go. They shuttled me to teen grief groups and therapy sessions, but none of it helped. If I couldn’t have the truth about what happened to my sister, then I didn’t want much of anything at all.

Alone in my search for the truth, I grew numb and stony and despondent. Not unlike Adeline in the last days of her short life, but without the fakeness and the pleasantries. I had become so accustomed to feeling nothing but the weight of my grief that, when those five girls walked into the diner, so fully alive in the way Adeline was—the way she had been before she’d changed—I couldn’t stop thinking about them, even after they left. I had to know more about them. I was desperate to, if only because I wanted to keep feeling that … alive.

“Well, I don’t like them,” said Conny, after I’d told her about their party and my intention to attend. “Those girls have a hungry look about them. Like they’d eat their own if it came down to it.”

This didn’t surprise me. Conny, while kind to me, had never taken to girls who did things like apply blush to the tips of their noses or bleach-dye their jeans. Girls like Adeline. Their kind of, sure, garish beauty was intolerable to her, and I now saw it was because it made her feel plain and perhaps a little small. I couldn’t entirely blame her. Sometimes I felt the same way, standing next to Adeline.

After my shift, I changed out of my uniform and examined the receipt with the party address. The girl’s handwriting was lacy and ragged like a tattered cobweb: 585 Grove Street. Just reading it sent an illicit little thrill down my spine like a trickle of ice water. I knew that I had to go, that there was no alternate reality where I didn’t. Those girls reminded me of Adeline, and I would’ve done anything—gone anywhere—to get closer to my sister or the next best thing, those five girls who were so much like her that it scared me.

Grove Street was within walking distance of the diner, and it was easily the most expensive street in town, the last place I’d expected to find them. All the houses were large and quaint. Around Christmastime, they strung up the most beautiful lights, and people came from all over town—bundled up in hats and scarves—and walked hand in hand, house to house, admiring the decorations: the lights strung between the trees, the electric reindeer, and the animatronic Santa Claus that waved, yelling “Ho ho ho!” at groups of teenage girls who erupted into fits of laughter.

That night, there were next to no lights on. Even the lampposts were dead thanks to a routine blackout. No one on the sidewalks but me. I made my way through the neighborhood, head down, hands in my pockets, glancing over my shoulder every minute or so to make sure I wasn’t being followed. This was one of the nicest parts of town, but it wasn’t a particularly good idea for a girl to walk alone at night in any town anywhere.

I kept going east until I found the address, a large two-story house, tastefully renovated, with a lime-green door and dark windows. It was the largest one on the cul-de-sac. There was a for sale sign staked in the yard that read FORECLOSURE in thick red letters.

I swallowed dry.

There were just two cars parked in the driveway: the rusty pickup truck and the station wagon that had crawled past my house that morning. Just down the street, parked flush with the curb, was the Airstream RV, one of those silver sleeper vans that looked a lot like a soup can with a sticker stripped off. There were patterned curtains drawn over most of its porthole windows, light shining out through them. Someone inside, maybe? Watching TV or perhaps getting ready for bed.

I edged past the vehicles, started toward the front door, and knocked once, then again more loudly when there was no answer.

A full minute later, a girl answered the door. The same one from the diner, with the eerie gray eyes, the nose ring, and the shaggy bob, dead ends brushing along a sharp-cut jaw. She wore flared pants, low slung, hipbones jutting above the waist, and a cropped leather vest for a shirt.

Behind her was a dark and empty foyer. For a house party, it was awfully quiet. No lights or music. I wondered, at the sight of that empty house, if I was about to be murdered or sex trafficked or something equally terrible. But even that fear wasn’t enough to deter me. I had to see this through. I didn’t realize
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