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Dedication

For everyone who couldn’t stay, and everyone who did.
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Instructions for Emmy/The Separation List


	Wear lots of yellow. It makes us look like sunshine.

	Thou shalt never, ever smoke.

	Make lots of friends, but tell just one person your secrets.

	Never kiss a boy who can’t name his favorite book.

	If you’re feeling down, wear a fancy dress and listen to “Feeling Good” by Nina Simone.

	When you hate everyone and everything, read Where the Wild Things Are.

	Hugs are the best gift. Give them to people who deserve them.

	Don’t cry twice about the same thing.

	Write out all the reasons you’re mad at someone. If you still like them at the end of the list, tear it up. If you realize you hate them, stop hanging out with them.

	When you’re sick, drink ginger ale.

	Never pass up an opportunity to pee.

	Call me every single night.







Chapter One




The night is wide awake.

It is pulsing and electric, like a heartbeat, and for the first time ever, I understand why my best friend Asia refuses to stay home on any given Friday night. She is either flirting her way into nightclubs, party-hopping, or just driving through the city in her Audi. San Francisco is a sight to behold at night.

But it’s a sight that is foreign to me, even after living here for the past six years.

I wish I could capture it in pencil, the tiny pinpricks of light that dot a city half-asleep. It looks like an infection, chicken pox but beautiful.

“We’re taking a picture to document this sad but momentous occasion,” Asia declares after we’ve driven into Pacific Heights and are now walking up the steep driveway to Justin Galway’s massive house.

“Sad?” I ask.

“Yes, sad!” Asia says. “How are you not heartbroken that you’re leaving tomorrow for the entire summer? The summer before our senior year, no less!”

I pinch the gold bracelet on my left wrist.

I wish I didn’t have to go. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but they don’t come out.

Tomorrow morning I’m going back to Ohio and the town I grew up in. My sister’s been missing for almost three months, and I’m going to look for her.

No, not to look.

The police looked. My dad looked. I’m going home to find her.

I don’t have phone tracing or surveillance footage, but my plan is to draw her back to me through that magnetic pull we share, that inexplicable bond of sisters who are also best friends. As far as Asia knows, I’m going to visit my dad. The alternative — the truth — feels mystical and unspecific, even embarrassing, like I’m going ghost hunting or spending my summer performing an exorcism.

Without warning, Asia pulls me to herself, wrapping an arm around my shoulder. “Say Michelle Obama!”

Before I can get out the first syllable, Asia takes a selfie.

“I wasn’t ready!” I cry, but she waves me off.

“That’s when you look most natural,” she says, already halfway to posting the picture on Instagram. “You overthink it when you have time to prepare.”

I’m feeling rattled, still thinking about Ohio and ghosts and the Rose-shaped abyss in my heart since the first night my sister missed our daily phone calls, but I try to hide it.

“Are you saying I don’t know how to take a picture?” I ask, pretending to be offended.

“I’m saying too much thought is the enemy of a good selfie,” Asia says, typing away on her phone. She would know. Asia is gorgeous and Afro-Cuban with the most beautiful thick natural hair I’ve ever seen.

My own phone vibrates in my back pocket. When I pull it out, it’s a notification for the picture Asia just posted. She’s captioned it “Baby’s first party” and tagged me.

“That is absolutely untrue,” I protest. “Remember freshman year, I went to Laya’s pool party?”

Asia laughs. “Babes, we played ‘pass the parcel’ at that party.”

“What’s wrong with ‘pass the parcel’?” I say, and then realize this is the reason Asia calls me a prude. This, and the fact that I’ve only ever kissed one guy.

“I don’t think we even knew what third base meant back then,” she says, starting to walk up to the house again. She shouts over her shoulder to me, “Stop mentally calculating! It’s anything below the waist!”

“Nobody talks in bases anymore,” I mumble, though I don’t know if this is strictly true. Honestly, if it was up to me, we’d talk in anatomical terms. Penis, vagina, scrotum, whatever. Not to be shocking but because I think bodies are strong and complicated and beautiful, stitched together by magic. Or connective tissue. My dad taught me that song “Head, Shoulders, Knees and Toes” when I was three, and I’ve never outgrown it.

“Oh, Emmy.” Asia sighs in a way that is both exasperated and loving. “I’m so glad you agreed to come out tonight. We’re going to have the best time!”

“I feel like you’ll have the best time, and I’ll just stand in a corner looking awkward by myself,” I admit.

Asia harrumphs. “As if I’d ever leave you.”

Those words feel like a jolt, an electric shock, because my sister said something like that to me years ago when she gave me the separation list. I won’t ever leave you.

And then she did.

Asia hooks her arm in mine as if to prove she’s not going anywhere.

But within the first ten minutes of wandering around Justin Galway’s palatial house, we run into Celestial Callie and my best friend is lost to me. Calliope Henderson is pretty much everything Asia aspires to be. She’s a year older than us and graduated from Knowlton High last week, officially cementing her legacy as the longest-running editor in chief of the Knowlton Review after she ascended to that position in her sophomore year. She is a tall brunette whose perfect winged liner always complements her hipster glasses.

Calliope is Celestial Callie to us because she is flawless — never a hair out of place, never frazzled, and never afraid of a pantsuit. The most disheveled I’ve ever seen her was a month ago, when I found her and Asia making out in the art room at school. An incident that my best friend has repeatedly insisted was a “onetime” thing.

“Callie, hey!” Asia says now, her voice far too high-pitched to be normal. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“You, too,” Callie says, beaming. She’s dressed like she’s just spent a day arguing over tax breaks on Capitol Hill, in black slacks, flats, and a white chiffon blouse. I shoot Asia a meaningful look: Who is brave enough to wear white to a start-of-summer house party?

Asia shoots one back at me: Celestial Callie, that’s who.

“Hey. Emmy, right?” Callie says, turning to me.

“Yes. Hi, Callie,” I say.

“Me and my friends are playing pool in the basement, if you want to join?” she says, but she’s looking only at Asia. Asia seems to notice this, her eyes wide, expression torn.

“Go,” I whisper, pinching her side.

“Yeah, okay,” Asia says quickly. As they start to walk off, she throws me an apologetic look over her shoulder, but I wave her off.

The second she’s gone, someone crashes into me, spilling beer on my wedge sandals.

The college-aged guy doesn’t even apologize, just keeps walking, and, right then, my whole world starts to feel scary small. Pounding music, bodies squished together like sardines, the smell of beer and BO.

I feel claustrophobic and slightly winded, so I make myself think about breathing.

Nose/mouth, pharynx, larynx, trachea . . .

I like the respiratory system because it’s one of the few organ systems that you can sense at work. I feel the air gliding through my nose, down my throat, and farther and farther.

It turns out that the part of my prediction about Asia leaving me was right, but strangely not the part about standing alone in a corner.

I’m feeling less anxious now — apparently breathing is a must — so I head into the crowded kitchen and grab a ginger ale from the cooler. According to Rose, ginger ale is for sick days, and while I’m not sick exactly, I also don’t feel right. I haven’t felt right since April 21, the last night I heard from Rose.

It’s July 8 today.

“No beer for you, Emmy?” Marcus Goode shouts, emerging from a small huddle of people standing near the fridge.

“No,” I say, surprised he’s walking toward me. “I don’t drink.”

Marcus is Knowlton High’s star lacrosse player. His ruffled blond hair unfailingly looks like he just rolled out of bed, which always makes me think of . . . well, sex. Marcus is the rare breed of athlete who is also nice. I discovered this when we were paired up for a bio assignment last fall and he exclaimed in wonder, “Holy shit, you’re smart, too?”

The “too” implied he thought I was something other than smart. I didn’t ask, but sometimes I let possibilities roll around in my brain. Beautiful. Sexy. Artistic. Cute. Funny.

Marcus grins. “Why am I not surprised?” He says it like it’s adorable and not lame that I’m a nerd who doesn’t drink.

I flush and thank all my lucky stars for my dark brown skin.

“Kind of loud in here,” he says now. “I was about to grab some fresh air. You coming?”

“Oh, I . . .” I look around for Asia, because the last thing I want is for her to think I’ve abandoned her.

“Text your friend,” Marcus says, mouth grazing the shell of my ear, and I’m both horrified that he read my mind and kind of thrilled that he did. Also, is he flirting with me?

I decide I’ll text Asia once we’re outside and follow Marcus through the kitchen and out the back door. Based on how confidently he moves through the house, I’m guessing he’s been here before. He’s greeted and high-fived and back-patted all the way out the door, while I follow after him like a shadow.

Outside is much less crowded, but there are still couples on the deck, groups on the grass below. Marcus plops down on the second step leading to the backyard.

“So what’s new, Emmy? Any plans for the summer?” he asks as I sit down beside him, nursing my can of ginger ale.

“I’m going to Ohio,” I say. “To see my dad.”

“Ohio,” Marcus repeats. “Never been.”

He’s wearing shorts and sitting with his legs spread out so his bare leg is touching my denim-encased one. I swear I feel like I’m naked, like we are skin to skin.

“It’s . . . nice,” I say, fumbling for something to say. “Quiet.”

“I’d imagine so,” Marcus says, staring down at me, eyes bright. “You know I never see you at these things.”

“What, like parties?” I ask, then take a sip of my drink. God, why am I so awkward?

“Yes, like parties,” Marcus says, light chiding in his tone. “There’s more to life than school, you know.”

“My sister always says that,” I say, staring down at the wood of the steps.

“I didn’t know you have a sister,” Marcus says.

“I do,” I say, because saying it is the only thing that makes it true these days. “She’s two years older than me. She’s the most fun person I know, except she has a quiet side, too, you know? She’s obsessed with lists and books and . . .”

Jesus, Emmy, did he ask for a dissertation?

My voice fades and I tug on my bracelet. “There’s probably a lot you don’t know about me,” I finish. I’m not trying to be flirtatious, but I can tell that’s how Marcus takes it.

He laughs, shifting so he’s even closer to me. “Point taken,” he says. “Tell me something else I don’t know about Emmy. And I’ll tell you something about me.”

Now, he’s definitely flirting.

I want to text Rose an all-caps message. CODE RED. A HOT BOY IS FLIRTING WITH ME.

But of course, I can’t.

I should text Asia.

“I have a tattoo,” I blurt out, and Marcus’s face changes in surprise. I almost add that I drew it, a sketch in the back of an old notebook that Rose found last summer and insisted had to be our first joint tattoo.

“Really?” he says, clearly intrigued. He eyes me up and down, like he’s trying to figure out where it is.

“It’s just on my shoulder,” I say quickly. “Over my scapu — I mean, um, my shoulder blade.”

“I didn’t have you down for a tattoo girl,” Marcus teases, knocking his knee into mine and then leaving it resting there. My palms are starting to sweat.

“I’m not,” I admit before it occurs to me that I would probably be way more interesting if I pretended I was that kind of girl. “My sister made me get it last summer. She has a matching one on her shoulder.”

“Can I see it?” Marcus asks. He licks his bottom lip.

I stare at him for a second, because I don’t think I am imagining this. Marcus Goode is genuinely flirting with me.

I’m wearing a tank top, so all I have to do is tug it aside a few inches and move my braids for him to see the tiny set of wings drawn in black ink on my right shoulder blade.

“Angel wings?” he asks, finger grazing slowly over my shoulder. I shiver at his touch. My very visceral response embarrasses me, but Marcus doesn’t seem to notice.

“They’re kind of a mix,” I say now, the words suddenly pouring out of me. “Fairy, bird, butterfly, angel, but me and Rose decided they can symbolize whatever we need them to in the moment we need them. Freedom, protection, hope . . .”

I’m still talking when Marcus’s lips touch my shoulder.

I’m frozen, feeling like I’m literally out of my body.

“My secret?” Marcus breathes against my skin. “I wish you were staying this summer.”

I turn slowly so I’m facing him, and almost immediately his lips are on mine. They are rougher than I expect and his mouth tastes like beer, but I have been secretly waiting for this moment for so long that I don’t even care.

And then I do.

Just as his tongue dips into my mouth, I’m overcome by this force. “What’s your favorite book?” I blurt out.

Marcus pauses, a frown bisecting his forehead. “My favorite book?”

I nod, biting my lower lip. “I’m just . . . curious. I mean, it’s important.”

I desperately wish my mouth would stop moving. I wish his lips would press against mine again.

Marcus has the best response. He laughs. “You’re a funny girl.” His mouth lands on mine again as he breathes, “Don’t have one.”

At that exact moment, my stomach plunges. Marcus is back to exploring my mouth with his tongue, but I push against his chest to make him stop.

“I can’t,” I whisper.

He stares at me, like I’m actually insane. “You can’t?”

I can’t.

I get up and scurry back into the house where I text Asia and tell her I need to leave.

“I cannot believe you!” Asia is incredulous the entire drive back to my apartment. Asia and I live in Potrero Hill, a neighborhood that sometimes feels like the best-hidden secret in San Francisco, its sloped streets alive and bustling without being too much. Me and Mom’s apartment is just a block away from the public library, and another few blocks away from Christopher’s Books, this children’s bookstore that is so quaint, it doesn’t even have a proper website. I go in there sometimes just to touch the colorful spines of books.

Usually I don’t really think about my neighborhood, my city, or how familiar and homey it feels to me. But tonight, as we drive, the streets seem to vibrate with an energy that makes me pay attention. Probably because I’m about to leave California for a trip with no set end date.

Asia’s spiel, too, is interminable. “Marcus bleeping Goode kisses you, and you tell him to stop? Because he doesn’t have a favorite book?”

“It’s me and Rose’s thing,” I tell Asia.

“I know all about her rules,” Asia says, voice strangely impassioned.

I start to tell her that they’re not rules, per se. Just recommendations. Suggestions. Instructions.

But she’s still speaking. “And I happen to think some of them are flawed. What if the dude has too many favorite books? Or . . . or . . . he can’t think under pressure? Some people are like that, you know!”

I hadn’t thought of that.

“It’s a good quality to have in a guy, though,” I insist, because she doesn’t understand it at all. “Being a reader.”

Asia sighs, exasperated. “I don’t know, Em. I just think you blew a really big moment. Goode is a super nice guy.”

A lump fills my throat, but I make myself force a smile. “Enough about me. Tell me all about Celestial Callie. Did anything happen?”

“Did it ever,” Asia says, grinning big, our disagreement already forgotten.

We spend the drive talking about the way Callie introduced her to people as “my friend Asia” and the long kiss they shared before Callie walked her out to her car to meet me. And I’m happy for my friend. I really am.

But the whole time I’m thinking about everything that happened with Marcus and how desperately I need to tell Rose. She’s the only one who would understand.

When we reach my apartment building, Asia and I hug and say our goodbyes, and then I climb out of her car. Our apartment is completely dark, Mom already fast asleep. I tiptoe inside my room and sit on my bed.

I pull my phone out and dial.

It no longer even goes to voice mail.

A robotic voice says, “We’re sorry. The mailbox of the person you’re calling is full.”

“Rose,” I whisper to the dark like I always do, like there’s any way she will get this message. “Come home.”





Chapter Two




I hide my wings under layers of clothes. A plain white T-shirt beneath a mustard-yellow sweatshirt, even though it was seventy-five degrees in San Francisco this morning when I left. It’s not like Dad has X-ray vision, but the mere thought of my father seeing the tattoo on my shoulder makes me shudder. He would, to put it like Rose does, lose his shit.

As we land in Dayton International, I squeeze the bracelet on my wrist, pleading with the universe for my sister to somehow be here to meet me at the airport. Some people might call it a prayer, a ritual, a compulsion. But to me, it’s just a shot in the dark, a desperate attempt to manifest the impossible.

This time last year, Rose was the one arriving in San Francisco. She’d descended the plane looking older than the last time I’d seen her, sophisticated in a summery yellow dress that perfectly contrasted her dark brown skin, with massive sunglasses perched on top of her locs.

“Holy crap! You look like Black Audrey Hepburn!” I’d exclaimed as we flew into each other’s arms.

Rose has always been a dress girl, but this dress was everything. Hem ending just above her knees, sleeveless, collared neck.

She laughed. “I told you yellow is our color.”

Number 1, neither of us said.

“Emmy!”

I jolt into reality to find Dad hurrying toward me with a makeshift sign that says WELCOME HOME, EMMY!!!, and for a moment I think I see Rose beside him, grinning big in that same everything dress.

Then she’s gone.

I drop my bag and wrap my arms around my father.

It’s been two years since I’ve seen him in person, two years since I was last in Riverwood. When he pulls back, his face looks older, his mustache sprinkled with a gray that sprouted after my sister disappeared without a trace.

“You hungry? We can grab some food before we hit the road,” Dad says, picking up my duffel bag. He clears his throat.

Inquiring about our hunger level after a long flight is one of the few lingering similarities my parents still share. “Are you hungry, Rose?” Mom asked my sister that day last summer. “Emmy and I are vegan now.”

Rose made a face. “Jesus, really? What do you have against Emmy reaching the daily protein target for her age group? She’s growing, Mom.”

I’d laughed then because my sister was always defending me, even when I didn’t need it.

“Em, where’s the rest of your luggage?” Dad asks now, pulling me out of my reverie.

“Oh, this is my luggage,” I say, feeling a rush of guilt when Dad’s face falls.

“I pack light,” I add quickly, because my father’s sad eyes are the worst. The truth is, I don’t know how long I’m going to be in Riverwood. I don’t know how long it will take to find Rose.

“Good skill,” Dad says with a smile, carrying my bag as we weave through foot traffic all the way out of the airport building. He clears his throat again, and I can tell that he’s nervous. Dad’s tics are always worse when he’s uncomfortable.

The fact that my dad, who taught me to ride a bike and brush my teeth and love science, is nervous around me feels horrible, like sand rubbing against my eyeball.

Whenever we haven’t seen each other in a while, it always takes me and Dad a minute to find our footing, but it’s never like that with Rose. We never fall out of sync. Our innate closeness is half the reason my sister genuinely believes she manifested me. From a scientific perspective it’s pretty unlikely, a nearly two-year-old being so desperate for company that she manifests a second half, a soul twin. But I’ve always loved the idea that I started from Rose.

We’re different people, but you’re all the good parts of me, Rose likes to say.

Outside Dayton International, the air is thick and humid, and I feel too warm in my sweatshirt. Sometimes I forget that compared to other places including Ohio, San Francisco is actually pretty cool in the summer. Thankfully, Dad’s air-conditioned Prius chills my skin as we start the two-hour drive to Riverwood.

“So how was your trip?” Dad asks.

“Good,” I say. “How have you been?”

We small-talk the whole way, discussing Dad’s work, my school, and the Golden State Warriors, with Dad occasionally clearing his throat or coughing. We talk about everything but what I want to talk about: Rose. I want to ask questions I already know the answers to. When was the last time Dad saw her? Where did she say she was going? How did she seem? How did she look?

But I know Dad would rather talk about circumcision than talk about my sister.

She’s irresponsible. Reckless. Selfish.

Dad lives by the “three strikes and you’re out” rule. Unfortunately, this is the fourth time in the last year that Rose has gone off the grid. The money that was mysteriously withdrawn from Dad’s account the day before her disappearance doesn’t help her case, either, but the thing is: if Rose took the money, it’s for a good reason.

I told Dad I wanted to come to Riverwood because it has been so long since I’ve seen him, but I think we both suspect why I’m truly here.

Rose’s disappearances usually last a night or two, a weekend or three days. She’s always come back, and even when she was gone from everyone else, she was never gone from me. She’d answer my call when she wouldn’t answer anyone else’s — on a hike in Cuyahoga Valley, a random trip to Kansas City, crammed in the back of a tourist bus in Chicago.

“We’ll come back here together,” she’d promise me. “We’ll go everywhere together.”

Rose started the travel list a couple of years after Mom and I moved to San Francisco, and she’d recite it to me whenever one of us was feeling down, missing the other.

Paris. Cape Town. Kuala Lumpur. Sydney. Cairo. Cabo.

Those times she’d taken off, I was often left with the uncomfortable task of updating Mom and Dad, my sister’s mouthpiece, her one ally.

Rose needs a break. She needs a change of scenery. She’ll be back soon.

But not this time.

This time, she won’t answer my calls. She won’t reply to my texts.

I am no longer the exception, the one person she can never stand to leave behind.

I sit up straighter when we pass the WELCOME TO RIVERWOOD sign.

My hometown is microscopic, its only distinguishing feature being a river that divides the town exactly in half. The east and west sides are practically mirror images of each other. Sometimes I picture our town’s founders as overtired parents, tossing each kid their own treat so no one throws a tantrum. One high school for you, the other high school for you. One library for you, the other library for you. One Safeway here, one Wally’s Supermarket there.

Rose used to say Riverwood had a serious case of “split-personality disorder,” but sometimes it just feels like we’re two separate towns. The east side is the nicer side, with the million-dollar river houses and people who play tennis on the weekends, while the west side, where Dad lives, is for the aggressively average and middle class. The houses are discernibly smaller on the west, the siding on the houses more weather-beaten, the fences a little lower. When I lived here, we west-siders used to hide our raging inferiority complex by shouting things like “Westwood, best hood!” at football games. The only thing both halves of town share is the river.

As we drive into the west side, Dad updates me on the latest Riverwood drama — the fight over which side of town should be home to the one and only Costco for miles.

“Apparently rich people buy in bulk, too. Who knew?” Dad muses.

Riverwood hasn’t changed much in the couple of years since I was here last. Like in every small midwestern town, half of the people who live here have one foot out the door; the other half can’t imagine life anywhere else. Dad is one of the latter.

He pulls into the driveway of his house now, the house where I grew up. It, too, looks unchanged. White, two stories, bordered by a lawn that Dad keeps short and tidy.

“Here we are,” Dad says, climbing out of the car. I grab my duffel bag from the trunk and follow him into the house. It is bright and warm inside, foreign and familiar at the same time.

I take it all in.

Rose and I had been sitting side by side on that long leather couch when our parents announced they were splitting up. I was eleven, Rose was thirteen, and it was the day after Christmas. Mom and Dad seemed pained, tired, like they’d only just managed to hobble through December 25 and they couldn’t stand another second of pretending.

Mom had taken the lead in explaining the separation, using phrases like We will always love each other and We’re still a family and We know this is hard and This is the best thing for everyone.

Her rampant use of “we” was admirable, given that we all knew she’d been the one to make the decision.

Essentially, Mom told us, she was moving to California for work and I was going with her because at my age I needed “maternal guidance,” while Rose was staying with Dad because she was the troublemaker and he was more of a disciplinarian. There was no room for argument, Mom said, trying to fend off our vehement protests, our staunch refusals to be separated, even before they began.

In the end, her approach didn’t work. Rose and I threw fit after fit.

It seemed impossible that they were serious, that they were really going to tear us apart, but the more we argued, the more resolute Mom grew.

I knew it was over when Dad finally spoke. When it became clear that while my parents could agree on almost nothing, they saw eye to eye on this.

“This is our decision, girls,” he said.

“We’ll be okay no matter what, Em,” Rose promised me tearfully later that night. We were both curled up in her bed, as if we were afraid they would come and separate us in the night.

I believed Rose when she said everything would be okay, but no one could have prepared me for the two thousand miles of distance that would separate us in just a matter of months. No one could have prepared me for that heavy chest feeling, the specific way it felt to miss my older sister, the way it felt to not be able to climb into her bed when I had a bad dream.

Our parents had spent years arguing over everything, Mom’s potty mouth traveling through the thin walls and up the stairs to shock me and Rose in the bedroom we shared. But the divorce itself had been completely drama-free. No lawyers, no screaming matches, and an even division of everything they shared, including me and Rose. My parents were both so thoroughly agreeable with each other that Rose and I started calling their split “the civil war.” Well, Rose started calling it that, and I followed.

In the months after the divorce, it surprised me that Rose didn’t keep up her initial antagonism against my parents and the way they’d basically Parent-Trapped us. She seemed to believe we were better off just accepting the separation, making plans for the future.

And, as usual, I followed her lead.

Today, the house feels so empty without Rose by my side. Without the way she filled every room, her expressions big and laughter bigger.

I stare at the ottoman my sister and I would put our feet up on as we watched cartoons on Saturday mornings and ate our cereal. The fireplace that bore witness as we sat on our knees and opened presents on Christmas Eve. The wooden floors where I would twirl and shimmy when I still danced, demonstrating for Rose the moves we’d learned since she quit ballet.

I’ve been back a few times since Mom and I left for California six years ago, mostly in the summers.

Without my mother and sister, the entire house feels filmy and strange, like a memory of something long forgotten. Or maybe it feels like a dollhouse, a place that was once happy and big enough to hold everything I love but a place that is now sad and only represents all the things I’ve lost.

“It’s so nice to have you home,” Dad says, squeezing my shoulder. I smile back because obviously he can’t know that I no longer think of his house as home. “Can I get you anything to drink? There’s orange juice.”

“I’m good,” I say, digging in my pocket for my phone. “I should probably text Mom.”

“Of course,” Dad says. Despite all those promises about how they’d always love one another, my parents give each other a wide berth now that they’re divorced. They’ll have the occasional phone call about me or Rose, but other than that, they have no interaction. It’s a weird feeling, the people I love being so far-flung, being strangers to each other.

I stay in the hallway while Dad takes my duffel bag up the stairs.

Arrived safe, I text Mom.

I’m sending a message to Asia to tell her the same thing when I get this feeling that I’m being watched.

When I look up, I see ghosts of us. Rows of pictures line the walls with versions of my family that no longer exist. All four of us. Dad and me and Rose. Mom and me and Rose. Me and Rose.

Families don’t just break; they shatter. No combination of pieces ever fits together the same again.

Goose bumps rush over my arms as I stare at the people we used to be. I look at the picture of the four of us taken at Westwood Park the year before the civil war. I look especially at Rose. Her big brown eyes that are almost identical to mine. The locs she decided were her signature look when she turned twelve. The slight smirk on her face, defiant, as if she’s daring you to ask her why she’s smiling.

Why is she smiling?

She’s probably done something ridiculous that only her and I will find funny, while my parents try very hard not to wring her neck. Like the time she captured a butterfly and put it down Dad’s collar. Or when she asked Mom very loudly at Target whether a purity ring was the same as a birth control ring.

I lean even closer to the picture now, my hand touching the cool glass over Rose’s face.

If I was any good at drawing faces, I’d draw her with that smirk.

I’m here. I kept my promise, I tell her silently. What about you?





Chapter Three




Rose’s room is tidy, the bed made, the top of the dresser clear. Dad has dropped my duffel bag at the foot of her bed and is now downstairs starting dinner, but I stand in Rose’s doorway, trying not to cry.

I really thought seeing it for myself would spark something. That I’d get a feeling, a hunch, an idea, just from looking at the things she abandoned. Just from seeing how she left everything before she disappeared. But the only thing I can tell is that she knew she wasn’t coming back for a while.

We grew up sharing this room, and that meant constantly tripping over Rose’s sweaters on the ground. It meant our desk couldn’t be used for homework because there were piles of books there, the overflow from the bookshelf that already contained most of the biographies Rose collected. Various items of clothing were strewn across her bed, too. For the most part, I tolerated her innate messiness; after all, I understood from a young age that there was very little she could do about it. Mom claimed to have been the same way all her life. It was a particular characteristic, messiness — as normal to me as the way Dad blinked again and again when something upset him, the way he coughed when he felt out of place.

Still, it was when Rose’s things started migrating over to my bed that I drew the line.

“You’re short! There’s extra space under your legs,” Rose would protest when I dumped all her books or clothes back on her mostly full bed.

“So I have to get as tall as you before I deserve my own bed?” I’d argue. It was as close as we ever came to fighting. Something about hearing our parents arguing all the time made us determined to always stay on the same team.

Rose had sighed. “I’m running out of space!”

The problem was that we couldn’t have our own rooms. Mom’s studio took up the third bedroom in our house, and it was even messier than me and Rose’s room.

“Maybe we should move.” I was ten when I’d suggested this to Dad one day while we sat in the living room, watching reruns of Solved Medical Mysteries. It was our thing.

That particular episode, a man in his fifties was having a very graphic colonoscopy. I had to look to the right of the TV every few seconds to keep my lunch down since I didn’t want Dad to know how queasy the show sometimes made me.

Dad glanced over after I spoke. “Move?” he repeated.

“We don’t have enough space,” I said.

Dad sighed. “You sound like your mother. I think this house is plenty big enough for all four of us, if some people were just more considerate.”

It would take several more years after that short conversation with my father before I would realize that home was the only place Dad felt safe. It was less serious than full-blown agoraphobia, more serious than being a homebody. Even if Dad wanted to leave our house, even if he’d wanted to leave Riverwood when Mom and I left, he didn’t feel like he could.

Dad liked things that he knew. He liked routine and constants. Unfortunately, marrying my artist mother hadn’t left him with a lot of those, but he still liked to fight for it where he could. It was the reason he’d worked as a nurse in the same ICU unit at Riverwood General since the year before Rose was born. Why he put his foot down on us moving houses.

I walk into Rose’s room now and pull open the curtains. Late afternoon light pours in through the window by the queen bed that replaced the two singles we used to have. My eyes immediately drift to the whiteboard above her headboard. I like that each city is written in a different color. I like that the board is in the same spot I saw it last, unchanged.

Paris. Cape Town. Kuala Lumpur. Sydney. Cairo. Cabo.

One thing has changed, though: she’s added two cities to the list since the last time I made her recite it for me.

Rio de Janeiro. Dubai.

I touch the two new places, careful not to erase the marker of Rose’s loopy cursive.

I suddenly feel comforted by the fact that while I wasn’t paying attention, Rose has been growing our list of dream cities, nurturing them like a gardener tending to his plants. It’s so familiar, so Rose, for her to take care of things for both of us.

But something small twitches inside me, and I wonder — is that where she went? Did she go to these places without me?

Just as quickly, the doubt vanishes.

Rose wouldn’t.

Not ever.

Rose’s phone and laptop are side by side on her desk.

I pick up the phone and turn it on. When it asks for her passcode, I want to kick myself because I’m remembering holding her phone while she drives us down Lombard Street last summer, music blasting through Mom’s car. I’m remembering the moment a song comes on that neither of us likes, and I turn to Rose and ask for her passcode.

I can see her mouth forming words, can hear them spilling into the car.

I try 1-4-8-9.

It’s wrong.

4-8-1-9.

Also wrong.

I try her birth year. 2-0-0-3.

I try my birth year. 2-0-0-5.

“Shit,” I say out loud, setting the phone back on her desk.

I go to the bookshelf next, because if there’s any place Rose might be hiding, it’s in a book. She has always loved reading biographies. Stories of extraordinary people who did extraordinary things. I run my finger over the spine of Long Walk to Freedom by Nelson Mandela, a biography of Steve Jobs, one of Annie Lennox, one of Aretha Franklin. Whenever I couldn’t find Rose growing up, I knew to wander around the house, looking into every person-size nook and corner until I found her. Sometimes, she was in Mom and Dad’s walk-in closet, other times on the closed toilet seat in the downstairs bathroom. I’d found her once under the dining table, a few different times in the empty bathtub of the bathroom we shared.

She was never alone, though. She was always buried in her book, keeping company with one extraordinary person or the other.

“There you are!” I’d say when I spotted her, relief flooding my body. It never occurred to me that I might not find Rose; it didn’t even cross my mind. But I could feel it inside me when we’d been apart for too long. I’d feel heavy and prickly in a way that was hard to describe, like the feeling you get when you sit on your leg for too long.

I wait to feel my sister’s presence here, close to the words that meant so much to her. But all I feel is emptiness.

When people leave, when you lose a person, most people talk about feeling grief, this stomach-turning sensation of not being near the person you love. I felt that when we moved away from Rose and Dad, but I don’t feel it now. I just feel empty.

I take that as a good sign.

I take that to mean Dad and Mom and the police are right and Rose left on her own, that nothing bad has happened to her.

Because if it had, surely I would feel it.

My pulse would be unsteady as my heart struggled to keep pumping. My stomach would be in knots. My head would feel cloudy and swollen. I would feel it if something had happened to her.

I pull out my cell phone and see that I have several texts.

From Mom: Fab! Call me before you go to bed! Along with about twenty different emojis.

Asia has sent a couple of messages.

How was your trip? Get there safe?

Ahhhh, me and C-squared just made plans to hang out next weekend!

Call meeeeee

I don’t feel much like speaking to anyone, so I leave my phone on Rose’s bed. I open the window to get rid of the thick musty smell that enters a room when no one breathes in it for a long time, and as soon as I do, laughter and loud pop music filter inside. I can see through the glass that it’s coming from the Forresters’ backyard next door. A group of teenagers are congregating around an infinity pool that wasn’t in their yard the last time I was in town. An Asian kid in a Superman costume is the youngest person out there, and he zooms through the cluster of people, superhero style. I scan the group, looking for a face I recognize, and I feel oddly disappointed when I don’t see anyone I know.

Did the Forresters move? Does Dad have new neighbors?

It’s been six years since I moved away from Riverwood, but it always feels like a betrayal when I find something about it that I don’t recognize. It’s like looking in a mirror and spotting a zit or seeing a random chin hair.

“Em, dinner’s ready!” Dad calls from the bottom of the stairs.

Right before I turn away and head downstairs, my heart pinches because I spot someone I know. From the second floor, everyone in the yard looks pretty tiny, including Levi Forrester. Still, I would recognize him anywhere. Not because he looks the same but because I’ve known him for so long. Back then, he was mostly just Leaves, our Energizer Bunny. When we were little, he would scale walls out of boredom. He always had a Hacky Sack on hand to temper his fidgeting, and he was the fastest swimmer for his age group in Riverwood. This should all have elevated him high in the social stratosphere, but Levi with his flurry of constant motion was a handful and, as such, Rose and I were his only real friends.

The Levi of now is wearing only blue swim shorts, the medium brown skin of his torso on display as he talks to a group of kids around our age. He’s holding what looks like a full plate of food, and his black hair is thick, a few inches tall. He bends down to talk to Kid Superman, and they do some complicated fist-bump sequence before Levi ruffles the boy’s hair and he runs away.

As Levi straightens, there’s a moment where I swear he looks up and sees me gawking in the window like a weirdo, but when I raise my hand to wave, he doesn’t react. I hold my palm to the warm glass, but his attention is back on the people surrounding him.

Rose told me, while I was away, how much our joint best friend changed in the past few years. How he’d evolved from a scrawny, disorganized kid who just happened to swim fast to a disciplined athlete who walked the school halls like he owned the place. A tadpole to a frog. He gets invited to cool parties now. He throws those parties now.

I sigh, because it’s kind of depressing, the way people can become entirely new versions of themselves.

I head down to the dining table, where Dad has made roasted chicken breasts and a salad. Mom’s foray into veganism (and, by extension, mine) was short-lived.

Dad sits at his usual spot, at the head of the table, and I sit on the other end.

Almost immediately, it becomes clear to me that my father hasn’t learned to cook in the last couple of years. The chicken is rubbery and overdone, and it takes vigorous sawing for me to cut it into manageable bite-size pieces.

“This is really good,” I lie, hoping my molars don’t break from all the forceful chewing I’m doing.

“Thank you,” Dad says, modestly. “But I followed a recipe.”

“I couldn’t tell,” I say, mouth full.

We continue the same trail of small talk from the car. Dad asks if Mom is well, because the thing about the civil war is that my parents are unfailingly cordial; not friends but never enemies.

My mind drifts as my father brings up which colleges I’ll be applying to. He makes the case for Johns Hopkins yet again, so I can “go to the same school for premed and medical school.”

I keep chewing, nodding at and answering the things Dad says, but the whole time I just want to ask him if he’s sure Rose didn’t seem upset the day before she disappeared.

Finally, I blurt out, “Do you know Rose’s passcode? For her phone?”

Dad glances up from his food, an unreadable expression on his face. “Em,” he says gently. “The police have looked into all that. They’ve checked all her devices. There’s nothing there.”

“But if there was — if I could just get in, I think I could figure out where she went,” I say.

I know her, I want to tell him. I can find her.

Dad breathes out through his nose, spearing his chicken before speaking.

When he looks up, a film of sadness clouds his eyes. “If I knew, I would tell you,” he says. “Rose was secretive about that type of thing.”

I picture us in the car again, driving through the hills of San Francisco. The sun is bright and warm, and we feel like stardust, beautiful and fearless, extraordinary. Rose shouts her passcode at me to be heard over the music, the song we hate together because we hate and love all the same things.

She wasn’t secretive at all with me.

For Dad’s sake, I nod and swallow, keep eating.

Inside, I am kicking myself.

I’ve only been in Riverwood a couple of hours, and Dad already knows I didn’t come home for him.





Chapter Four




I don’t sleep.

I feel the absence of Rose so acutely in this space that is full of her. In her bed surrounded by her things, with my head on her soft pillow, the night feels extra dark and never-ending.

Sometimes, as a kid, I’d have nightmares that would send me scrambling into Rose’s bed across the room from my own. I’d dream of monsters and shadows, dragons that breathe acid and oversize birds that pluck out your eyes — the kinds of mythical creatures that are just realistic enough to make even the most pragmatic person doubt. The only force strong enough to dispel the monsters was the warmth of my sister’s hand, her calm and comforting voice as she said, “It’s all in your head, Em. You can make it go away.”

My first night in Riverwood, I’m not close enough to the borehole of sleep to dream, but I’m awake enough to feel desperately alone and scared, as if I’m eight again and the monsters only Rose can fight are back.

As night fades and sunshine starts to spill into the room from a crack in the curtains, I focus on my body. My chest.

2.5 billion beats per lifetime.

35 million beats per year.

I chant the words in my head like an anthem, a poem, a song. I would draw a million hearts if I could. Red and fist-size, bulbous and vibrant, beautiful.

100,000 beats per day.

4,200 beats per hour.

Like every part of my body, I like to remind myself that it’s there, that it’s doing its job, that it’s keeping me alive. Human bodies fascinate me the way cars or clothes or music fascinates some people.

This is my finger. This is my hand. This is my body, Dad and I used to sing when I was a kid, reciting the words of the popular book series.

I am an entire world encased in twenty-two square feet of skin, trapped by it, wrapped in it. I can’t think of anything wilder.

Rose and I saw a man die once.

I think of it as I lie in my sister’s bed, feeling exhausted but too wired to sleep.

The man had a heart attack in the middle of Macy’s on a day in December when Mom pulled us out of school and drove us into the city. “I’m going to look for art supplies; you can get my Christmas gift, if you want,” she said, handing us the forty dollars we needed to buy her perfume and a scarf. Mom was newly in her Black and Bald phase, her head smooth and shiny in a way that kind of unsettled me, and Rose and I watched as she strode away from us, disappearing into the throngs of people at the busy mall.

“She’s meeting someone,” Rose told me. She was twelve and I was ten.

“Like one of her friends?” I asked.

“Like a man,” my sister speculated, “or maybe a woman.”

I wanted to turn around and run after Mom, to see if Rose was right, but of course I didn’t. Rose was always right.

We walked into Macy’s, and by the entrance, we saw an old man lying flat on his back — supine, an Asian woman doing compressions on his chest. She looked like another shopper, an off-duty doctor, maybe. The man’s wife, a round-faced white woman with a gray bob, was on her knees, clutching his hand and crying. The man’s face was gray, pale, and unnatural looking, and his body was more still than I’d ever seen anyone.

Rose and I weren’t the only ones who stood frozen, watching as the woman tried to resuscitate him. A small crowd of onlookers had gathered, some crying, others just staring in horror. A Macy’s worker was on the phone with 911.

The paramedics appeared within a couple of minutes. They flittered around, putting one contraption on him and then another. Even before they called it, even before the sense of urgency from the paramedics evaporated, Rose’s hand reached out and caught mine. That was how I knew he was dead.

Later, on our way home, my sister would lean over and whisper, “You saw the woman doing CPR? That’ll be you one day, except you’ll save him.”

But right then, as it happened, we only watched as they loaded the man up on a gurney and carried him out of the store. His wife trailed behind, looking lost and shaken.

For days after, I found myself thinking of all the things that had to go wrong for a person to die, then all the things that had to go right for a person to live. Dad said he’d noticed almost as soon as I could talk that I loved medical things, loved learning about organs and tissue and cells.

And he’s not wrong. Rose wasn’t either.

I’m riveted by the human body.

But I want to draw it, not save it.

In the morning I find myself tired from not sleeping. It’s past eight and Dad is already at work, his twelve-hour shift having started an hour ago.

I climb out of bed, wash my puffy face, and change into denim shorts and a pink T-shirt. I’m still not wearing tank tops on the off chance that Dad comes home early and sees my wings.

In the kitchen, Dad has left a note on the fridge.

Help yourself to anything. Don’t know what juice you like now, so just got you Rose’s favorite! See you after 7.

It’s nice but also brings back my guilt over coming here for Rose and not for him. I decide I’ll text him later to ask how his day is going.

The fridge is stocked full of eggs and ham and fruits and vegetables. I reach for the bottle of orange juice, pour myself a glass, and nearly gag when I taste it.

Rose’s favorite? It tastes like straight sugar.

I peer at the back of the bottle, where I confirm that it is straight sugar.

Maybe Dad made a mistake. Rose has strong (negative) views on artificial orange juice.

I pour the rest of the glass down the sink.

I head into the backyard to breathe in the fresh Ohio air, but as soon as I step outside, I hear loud disembodied voices in the next yard over.

“I swear to God, Levi,” a man says. “If you upset your mother —”

“Don’t bring Mom into this.” Levi’s voice is deeper than I remember, and angry. I take a step closer to the fence, trying to figure out who he’s arguing with.

“Anyway, what are you going to do — hit me?” Levi taunts.

“You would like that, wouldn’t you?” the man says derisively. “That way I can be the villain in your story.”

A stick breaks under my foot as I step forward again and crane my neck, trying to see through the fence, but the voices have stopped.

“Who is there?” the man snaps.

Oh, shit.

I fumble backwards toward the house, ramming into the sliding door.

Cursing, I run inside and shut the door.

“Great work, Emmy,” I whisper as I catch my breath. “Here five minutes, and already been caught eavesdropping.”

I wonder who that was, though. Who Leaves would be that upset with.

I find Rose’s car keys hanging in the laundry room that leads to the garage.

Rose’s Kia is small and compact, bright green. She used to send me updates about “the Lemon.”

The Lemon sounds like an asthmatic toddler today or Is it just me or is the Lemon looking especially edible today?

The car doesn’t smell any particular way. It’s not musty, like her room was, and it doesn’t smell like cucumbers and coconut, the way she did.

I back out of the garage and head down the street, slowing down at the playground a couple of blocks away. I peer out the windows the whole time, like I might run into someone I know. Like I might run into Rose.

I don’t quite remember the way to Elodie Haskell’s house, but I do remember that she lived near a 7-Eleven close to Westwood Middle School. My phone directs me to the only 7-Eleven near the school, and from there I rely on instinct. I pull up in front of a red bungalow with a makeshift swing in the front yard. A swing made from an old truck tire and thick rope that her uncle hung up for Elodie years ago. Rose and I used to be so jealous of that swing.

I push my sunglasses on top of my head as I walk up to the front door and ring the bell.

If Elodie’s family moved, this is going to be so embarrassing.

I fiddle with the clasp of my bracelet while I wait.

When the door opens, I take an involuntary step backwards.

It’s not because I’m at the wrong house. I’m not, because Elodie answers the door. Except she doesn’t look at all like the Elodie I remember.

Her brown hair is piled on her head in a greasy-looking bun. She has big bags under her eyes, a wet patch in the center of her Nirvana T-shirt, and she’s carrying a baby on her hip.

“Elodie?” I say, like I’m not quite sure I’m seeing right.

“Emmy?” she says, squinting at me like I’ve grown several heads in the years since I’ve last seen her. Maybe it’s because I look equally as tired as she does.

“Yes,” I say, forcing a smile. “Hi.”

I can’t help but stare at the red-haired baby Elodie is carrying. She is dressed in a denim onesie with a small bib around her neck. She looks less than a year old.

“Is she yours?” I ask, and I don’t know why I’m whispering.

“And Josh Anderson’s,” Elodie says, sharply, her chin high. “Here to tell me I’m going to hell for having a kid out of wedlock?”

I blink at her. What the hell?

“No,” I say quickly. “Of course not.”

“You wouldn’t be the first,” she says, some of the bitterness dissolving from her tone. Still, she keeps her body firmly fixed in the doorway so I can’t see around her or come inside.

“I didn’t know . . . Rose didn’t tell me . . .” I say, completely at a loss for words.

Elodie Haskell has a child.

“She’s adorable,” I finally blurt out.

Elodie is Rose’s age, and more than a year before I left Riverwood, she started hanging out with me, Levi, and Rose. She was kind of Rose’s project.

Pre-Rose, Elodie was invisible. She was that kid who stuck to the corners of rooms, hung out in the shadows, and hardly said a word in class. Her hair was often unbrushed, her sneakers dirty, and if having two parents like Rose and I did meant having all the “right” clothes, Elodie wore the absence of both parents in holey T-shirts, homemade sweaters, and too-short pants. It wasn’t until she became our friend that we found out she was being raised by her uncle and grandmother.

Saying Rose plucked Elodie out of obscurity is a little dramatic. Rose didn’t make her, at least not the way she manifested me. But one afternoon the summer I was turning ten, while Levi, Rose, and I ran through the maze of books at Westwood Library, we’d found Elodie sitting in between the stacks, knees pulled up to her chest, crying hysterically.

For possibly the first time in his life, Levi was frozen, and so was I. But Rose stooped down immediately and asked Elodie what was wrong, like she hadn’t been surprised to see her there at all. Elodie’s lips quivered, and she wouldn’t speak — not until Rose sent me and Levi off to another corner of the library. Levi spent the next few minutes restlessly pulling random books from the shelves like he was picking leaves off a tree, while I spent the whole time watching for Rose and wondering what might be wrong with Elodie. Maybe she got hurt somehow. Maybe she was sick.

I made a mental list of all the places she could be hurt — ears, eyes, head, shoulders, neck, fingernails, collarbone, wrists — and found it could be infinite.

A few minutes later, Rose emerged from among the farthest stacks, Elodie in tow. Elodie’s eyes were still red, her face blotchy, and she was silent, but she stuck with the three of us for the rest of the afternoon, until a man in a pickup truck playing loud country music pulled up in front of the library to take her home. As we mounted our bikes to ride home, Rose told me and Levi the news: Elodie was going to hang out with us from now on.

“She has a lot of issues,” Rose said, in that grown-up way she had now that she was nearly twelve. “I think she needs some friends.”

“You can’t be someone’s friend just because you feel bad for them,” Levi said.

“So you should see somebody being sad and just ignore them?” Rose demanded, frowning.

They’d both looked to me then. More and more often, my role was becoming that of a tiebreaker between Rose and Levi. Growing up, our delicate triangle had never been a democracy; Rose’s rules went, but slowly over the past couple of years, things were starting to shift. Levi was getting louder and, as a result, it meant I sometimes got to speak, too.

This time, I chose Rose’s side. “Elodie does seem sad.”

Rose, assured of her victory, started riding ahead. I turned and whispered “sorry” to Levi while we trailed behind on our bikes.

“I don’t actually mind being friends with her,” Levi said with a shrug. “I just think it would suck if someone only became my friend because they felt sorry for me.”

Now that he said it, his objection seemed so logical, and I wondered if I’d chosen right.

“Anyway, Elodie has a cool watch. Like an actual wristwatch,” Levi said, hovering over his bike seat as he pedaled. “It’s probably really old. Did you see it?”

Levi was always doing this, noticing things that nobody else did, as if every detail in the world was a hundred times bigger to him.

“I didn’t see it,” I admitted.

Of Rose and Levi, I would have described Levi as the most like me. Sure, he was always moving, always doing something, but there was something so human, so familiar, about his flaws being written all over him. My sister, on the other hand, was impenetrable, everything about her unattainable. It was what made her Rose, but it was also why Levi often felt like my security blanket. If Rose used a big word I didn’t understand, chances were that Levi hadn’t understood it either and would say so. If Rose got caught up talking to one of her many friends, Levi and I lingered behind her, talking to each other, and we never had to know what it was like to be alone or in her shadow.

Right then, though, it had been decided: Elodie was one of us. Or, at least, we’d try to make room for her.

Now, as Elodie wipes something off the baby’s cheek, I stare at the brown leather watch she never takes off. Six years has made it even more worn and sad, but it never worked to begin with, no matter how much taking apart and fixing Levi tried to do.

“You look great,” I blurt out, and then inwardly kick myself. Do new mothers want to hear that they look great, or does it seem superficial and hollow, considering they just created an actual human life? “You always did.”

Wince wince wince.

By the time I left Riverwood a year and a half after she started hanging out with us, Elodie Haskell was transformed. She never lost her quiet insecurity, but Rose’s hand-me-downs made her look a thousand times more sophisticated. She stood taller in my sister’s old high-tops, wore her hair in a tidy side braid that Rose had taught her how to do. She was one more thing my sister had rubbed her magic dust all over.

Elodie says nothing in response to my compliment — I can tell she doesn’t quite believe me — and I realize it’s up to me to carry the conversation.

“I don’t know if you heard that Rose is missing? I mean, not missing, because that makes it sound like she, well . . . whatever. Anyway, I’m not a hundred percent sure where she is, and I figured you would know?”

The baby makes a whimpering sound, and Elodie bounces her on her hip.

“I don’t know where Rose is. She’s been . . . different,” Elodie says, her voice laced with something thick like unfriendliness. “I know I haven’t had time for a life with the baby, but I didn’t think she would just stop caring, you know?”

No, not unfriendliness. Hurt.

“Stop caring?” I repeat.

“Enough to call me and visit and, like, keep in touch. Ever since we graduated, I haven’t heard from her,” Elodie says.

“That’s over a year,” I say, disbelieving, and she nods. How could Rose have gone that long without talking to the person who became her closest friend outside of me?

“Like I get it, you know? I constantly have spit-up on my clothes and all I want to do is sleep or talk about Zoey, but I’m still the same person,” she says, blinking rapidly. As if a new thought has dawned on her, she looks at me. “I mean, did I do something? She would have told you, right? If she was mad at me.”

I open my mouth, but I’m not sure what to say.

In retrospect, Rose did talk less about Elodie the past year. But she didn’t ever seem mad at her.

“I think Rose was just busy. With community college and her job and everything,” I say quickly, because any other explanation doesn’t make sense. Being busy is not a good reason to drop a friendship, and especially not when that friend is going through something as big as having a baby, but I have to defend Rose until she can defend herself. Until she comes home and explains.

“I’m sorry,” I say now.

“It’s not your fault, Little Turner,” Elodie says with a sigh. It’s the nickname all of Rose’s friends used for me, and it has always felt like an anchor, like I’ll never not be tied to my sister. “Around prom, I found out I was knocked up. Rose was there for me at first — drove me to Planned Parenthood, helped me tell my folks, held my hair back while I puked my guts out — and then she just kind of . . . faded.”

The first part sounds like my sister — fiercely loyal, steadfast, kind. But the second part is so strange. Why would Rose “fade”?

“Guess not everybody is a kid person,” Elodie says wryly.

“That’s not why,” I say, then stammer. “I mean, I don’t know why, but Rose wouldn’t just dump you because you had a kid.”

“Well, that’s kind of how it looks to me,” she says, weariness in her voice.

No, I think. Something must have happened.

I touch the knob of Zoey’s tiny big toe, her hallux. It is unbelievably soft and warm. “How old is she?”

“Six months,” Elodie says, instinctively looking down at her daughter as she speaks. Her gaze is tender, and her grip fastens around the baby.

“She’s really cute,” I say, then swallow. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know — about any of it.”

“Zo needs a diaper change,” Elodie says. “I should go.”

I nod, turn around, and start heading back to my car. I feel so sad and confused. In one of Rose’s texts in February, she said she and Elodie were each other’s valentines, that they’d driven to the city together. Did I imagine that? Am I misremembering?

“Little Turner?” Elodie calls to my back.

I whirl around.

“I think there’s a guy.”

“What?” I walk back toward her, eyes wide. A guy? Boys love Rose. It’s something about those knowing eyes, the smirk, the girlie dresses. It’s everything.

But they come to her, not the other way around.

She shakes her head. “I don’t know his name. Tall, blond, skinny.”

“How do you know that if . . .”

“I saw them at Wally’s one time. I wanted to go up and talk to her, to ask her if I’d done something, but I was nine months pregnant. I felt like a whale, and I was suddenly so embarrassed. Like, that’s the life I was supposed to be living, you know? Boys, junk food, college.

“I don’t know who he is, and he didn’t seem like her type, but they were holding hands and maybe . . .” Zoey coos and Elodie lifts her higher on her hip.

“I should go,” she says again.

I nod. “Okay,” I say. “Thanks, Elodie.”

Her door shuts before I reach my car.





Chapter Five




I speed home.

A shiny red car is pulling out of the Forresters’ driveway as I arrive at Dad’s house. The Black driver with a bald head and a goatee lifts one hand in greeting. He’s not Levi’s father — Levi’s father was white and died in Iraq when his mother was pregnant with Levi — but this must be the person Leaves was arguing with. Maybe Levi’s mother has a boyfriend?

I wave back absently.

I pull into the garage, my mind whirling with all the new information Elodie just gave me. Rose and Elodie lost touch. Elodie has a baby. Rose maybe, possibly, ran away with a guy. Because of a guy?

He didn’t seem like her type.

Rose has had several boyfriends in the years after the civil war, but I know them all by name. Dale. Zachary. Evan. Tyler. All traditionally attractive boys with zero distinguishing features, other than them liking her more than she liked them.

“Evan is, like, so much,” Rose would complain over the phone. “He wants to hang out every second of every day. Is it bad when you’d rather spend time with Rosa Parks than your boyfriend?”

I’d laughed that night, sitting at my desk in San Francisco drawing a nephron, the visually complicated functional unit of the kidney that we’d been learning about in bio. “I guess that’s how you know he’s not ‘the One,’” I said, as though I, too, knew the feeling of being imprisoned by a guy’s unwavering desire for me.

“I’m starting to question that whole concept,” Rose said, getting pensive, the way she sometimes did. “Like, this is about to sound similar to all those sleazy guys who say they want to sleep with you but don’t believe in monogamy, so bear with me. But maybe it isn’t realistic to spend forever with just one person. Maybe all you can do is find someone and have a good time with them, until you don’t anymore.”

In general, that philosophy seemed to serve my sister well. She dated a guy until it stopped being fun, and then she dated someone different.

What does it mean that Elodie didn’t think this guy was her type? He wasn’t good-looking? Rose actually liked him back? I have no idea.

Now, I race up the stairs, grab my computer, and log into all my social media accounts.

I know I still follow a couple of the guys she dated. As blasé as she seemed about each relationship, none of Rose’s splits were acrimonious. Plus, there were a couple of people she’d dated twice, so I never saw a reason to unfollow them after. I mean, as long as they weren’t posting conspiracy theories or anti-science stuff or some other BS.

I find Dale and Tyler and even stumble on a Davon that I’d completely forgotten about.

Dale has thick black hair and doesn’t appear to have been blond in the last year. He also seems to have been living in Nebraska for the past two years.

My heart leaps when I see that Tyler has long, blond surfer hair. He seems to be going to college in Florida, but maybe he’s been back to Riverwood sometimes.

Davon is Black with long dreads. He hasn’t updated his profile in over a year, so I don’t know if he’s been blond.

I message both Davon and Tyler, asking if they had any contact with Rose in the past year and to call or text me if they did.

I know I’m missing Zachary and Evan, but I don’t know how to find them. Since she turned fourteen, Rose has been fundamentally opposed to social media. Something about sharing private information and broadcasting the ordinary while looking for applause. It kept me off social for a few years, too, but having an Instagram account is practically a prerequisite for being Asia’s friend. I post occasionally, but not as much as most people.

“Come on, come on,” I say, staring at the messages I’ve sent, waiting for someone to write back.

It doesn’t make any sense that Rose had a boyfriend she didn’t tell me about. First, because we tell each other everything. Second, because last year, the summer she’d come to California, Rose had announced to me that she was on a sabbatical from the D.

“A sabbatical from what?” I’d cried.

“Pardon me, a sabbatical from penises,” she said, remembering my preference for anatomical terminology.

“What does that even mean?” I asked.

“I’m off dating for a while,” she said. “I think relationships are a societal ploy designed to keep us from knowing our true selves. If you spend half your time running on the hamster wheel of life, and the other half trying to love or please somebody, when do you get to know yourself?”

I pondered this but couldn’t think of anything intelligent enough to say.

Sometimes when Rose spoke like that, I couldn’t figure out why she wasn’t valedictorian.

“So you’re off dating,” I said.

“I’m off dating,” she confirmed.

Now that I think of it, we never had a conversation where she told me she was back on the wagon. Or back on the D, as the case may be.

I refresh all my accounts one more time, and then feeling compelled to do something, I start looking through Rose’s room.

I open the drawers of her desk and find an assortment of pens, old batteries, and bookmarks. Next, I check the drawers of her bedside table. I feel a little guilty doing this because it feels like crossing an invisible line, the line between me totally trusting my sister and me not being confident that I know everything there is to know.

Beside her bed, I find a bright pink vibrator and a pack of condoms. The two things feel antithetical to me, like packing both a bikini and a winter coat for a vacation. Maybe Rose fell off the wagon and had a couple of hookups during her sabbatical?

In a crevice of her bedframe, I see a hint of gold. I pull out a short chain, the exact same as the bracelet Rose gave me before I left Riverwood, the bracelet on my left wrist. She put mine on me the morning Mom and I were leaving, then held up a matching one so I could put it on her.

How did this get here? Did Rose’s bracelet fall off while she was sleeping?

I hate the thought that, wherever my sister is, she doesn’t have this thing that connects us.

I slip it onto my own wrist, so now I’m wearing both bracelets.

I look through Rose’s closet next. It’s bursting because of my sister’s love for dresses. She likes vintage things and brand-new things, casual and sophisticated, pricey and discounted. I feel a surge of warmth, a surge of comfort, at the stack of yellow items clumped together in one section of the closet. This small thing that reminds me that Rose was Rose.

Other than the yellow things being together, and the dresses hanging in her closet, there’s no sort of order to the arrangement of the rest of her things. Jeans and socks and sweaters and underwear are all bundled up together. At first, I’m trying to keep everything neat and relatively undisturbed.

But then my hand lands on what feels like a small box.

I pull it out from under a denim jacket.

Marlboro Golds.

“What?” I say out loud, because there’s nothing my sister despises quite as much as smoking.

I decide it can’t be hers. Maybe she confiscated it from a friend. She would do that sometimes, make me hand her my cell phone while I was driving so I wasn’t tempted to peek at it. Maybe she did the same thing for others, except with cigarettes.

I abandon Rose’s room and go downstairs, scouring the house for anything that could be anything. Did she leave one of her biographies on the coffee table? Is one of her lists still stuck on the fridge? Is there a forgotten receipt somewhere?

It’s in a drawer in the kitchen that I find something. The junk drawer where we used to put coupons and all that random stuff that accumulated on a weekly basis.

But the drawer is full of only one thing right now.

Notes.

On sticky pads, on postcards, on blank paper.

Hi Daddy-o,

It’s me, Rosalie. You’re working a night shift and school starts unconscionably early so I won’t get to see you until tomorrow afternoon. Anyway, I just wrote to say I LOVE YOU.

The next note I pick up is a list.

Reasons why you (John) are the best:

You leave the cooking to me.

You negotiated with that colleague of yours so I could get the Lemon for half (!!!) price

You are the best dad to me and Emmy

You think you don’t snore

You snore

You do the grocery shopping

My chest tightens as I move on to another note.

Missing Mom and Emmy today, so I bet you are, too. I don’t have anything helpful to say, but I’m here.

— R

I blink back tears as I stare at Rose’s words, in the same loopy cursive as the travel list on the whiteboard over her bed. It’s the best kind of reassurance, as if my sister is standing right next to me, saying, You know who I am, Em. Of course, you know who I am.

Kind and bubbly and silly and warm. Rose.

Dad must have loved getting these notes. He and Rose didn’t always get along (she had a bit of a wild phase two years after the civil war), but like everyone else, he wouldn’t have been able to resist being charmed by her. No wonder he’s kept them all.

I bet, if I counted, I’d find enough notes in here for every day since Mom and I left. Up till April 21, at least.

I don’t have anything helpful to say, but I’m here.

I often think about how hard it was to be pulled out of school and away from all the friends and family I knew, but I don’t always think about how hard it must have felt for Rose, being the one left behind.

Did she cry herself to sleep in one of those twin beds we used to have? Did she listen to “Feeling Good” to stop feeling sad? Or did she curl up with a book in our bathtub, trying to keep company with the people who hadn’t left her?

I’m suddenly more determined than ever to find my sister, to bring her home.

I want to call her.

I understand now, I want to tell her. I know what it was like for you.

But I can’t.

So I go back up the stairs to our room.

I started today with exactly one question: Where is Rose?

In the last three hours alone, I’ve managed to acquire at least ten more.

Number 3 on the separation list reverbs in my mind, and I know exactly what to do.

Make lots of friends, but tell just one person your secrets.

I grab Rose’s phone and laptop, then head downstairs and out the front door.

If she stopped being best friends with Elodie, there’s only one other person who Rose would tell her secrets to.





Chapter Six




The latch to the gate that leads into the Forresters’ backyard makes a loud arthritic sound as I pull it open. Rose’s devices in hand, I go around the side of the house and into the backyard. Loud music blasts from inside the house, like a rumble from deep within the belly of a sea creature. At least I know someone’s home.

I walk past the brand-new infinity pool, sparkly and slightly blue. It’s so odd — I don’t think I’ve ever seen an in-ground pool in this town. Definitely not on the west side. But right next door to us, the Forresters have one. I wonder if it has anything to do with the man who was driving away from their house earlier today.

I arrive at the back door. It’s always unlocked (this isn’t godless California), but because it’s been years since I’ve been to their house, I decide to knock.

There’s no answer, so I knock again.

Still nothing.

Maybe the music is too loud?

I try the handle, and the door opens, revealing the inside of a remodeled kitchen. At least I think it’s been remodeled. I haven’t been in here since I left Riverwood, so maybe I’m remembering it wrong.

I come to an abrupt stop when I see a girl — no, a woman — dancing around the kitchen in a large WESTWOOD HIGH SWIM T-shirt and nothing else. Her long auburn hair falls in waves down her back, and she spins as she moves to the stove, a spatula in hand. It’s on her second twirl that she notices me, a small shriek escaping her.

“Holy shit!” she shouts over the music, hand to her chest.

“I’m sorry,” I say quickly, taking a step back out of the kitchen. Now I’m officially hovering at the threshold, like some type of vampire. “I’m looking for Levi Forrester, but I guess maybe he’s not here?”

“Oh, you need Levi?” she says, looking relieved. I decide that she’s younger than she seems. Maybe nineteen like Rose, or just a year older. “I thought for a second you were his folks. They’re supposed to be gone all day.”

The girl yells in the direction of the hallway, even as she flips something pink and greasy in a frying pan. “Lee, someone here for you!”

“Don’t call me that,” a gruff male voice says a moment before Levi pads into the kitchen wearing gray sweats that hang low on his hips. I am floored by his slow deliberate movements, so different from every memory I have of him where he is jumping out of his skin or bouncing up and down. He takes his time, stopping to turn down the music then lightly graze the girl’s hip with one hand while stealing a piece of bacon. Finally, he makes his way over to the entrance where I’m standing.

“Hey, Levi,” I say, making sure to call him by his full name and giving an awkward wave with the hand that is holding Rose’s phone. “It’s been so long!”

“Is there a reason you can’t use the front door?” Levi asks, looking at me with something in his eyes that isn’t in the same zip code as friendly.

“Oh, but we always . . .” My voice trails off.

Unbelievably, this is the first time I’ve seen Levi in person since I left Riverwood. When I moved, Levi and I kept in touch at first, texting and commenting on each other’s pictures on social media, but things got awkward over time. According to my sister, Levi was getting more and more popular, changing in ways that Rose found hard to navigate, but he seemed to have zero self-awareness about it.

He’d text me something like, Do you know why Rose is being weird?

Because all you do is party on weekends with your new friends, I’d think, angry on Rose’s behalf, but what I’d actually say is She’s probably just busy.

Eventually I stopped hearing from him at all. I didn’t see him over the couple of summers I came to Riverwood, because he normally spends July and August with his grandparents in Indiana. Apart from the occasional “happy birthday” comment or likes on each other’s posts, we don’t communicate. The sad way our childhood friendship dwindled into acquaintanceship isn’t anyone’s fault, just the natural process of drifting apart and growing up. And Levi has definitely done a lot of growing up.

“I’m sorry if this is a bad time,” I say now, eyes foolishly choosing this exact moment to register Levi’s smooth brown top half. Despite his love for breaking and fixing things, there was only ever one path in Levi’s life — becoming an elite swimmer — and he looks like one.

Strong pectorals, massive traps, firm deltoids, big-but-not-too-big biceps.

He’s like a walking anatomy poster.

I blink quickly, trying to stop the heat spreading up my neck. “I just wanted to ask if you’d seen . . . I mean, if Rose told you where she was going.”

Levi frowns at me, and for a second I wonder if I’m going to have to explain who Rose is. Does he have a head injury? Maybe he hit his head on the edge of the pool during a dive?

The girl is watching us curiously now, eating from a plate of bacon. Her gaze travels from my head to my feet, and it feels like Barbie appraising Polly Pocket. I shuffle where I’m standing.

“No,” Levi says very slowly. “Rose did not tell me where she was going.”

My heart sinks, and I let out a long sigh.

“I don’t know if you know that she left town? I don’t know what anybody knows,” I say, frustrated. “I guess I was just wondering when you would have last talked.”

If Elodie was the friend Rose pulled into our orbit, Levi had been our gravity. He was our first friend, our best friend, the reason I could call Rose both my sister and my friend. Without Leaves, Rose would have just been my older sister, the person I idolized and looked up to and wanted to like me as much as I liked her. But there was some elevated space that I only occupied when Levi was around. We weren’t playing together because we were sisters, because Mom and Dad had told us to, but because we — all three of us — were friends. We chose each other. The distinction was slight, but it meant the whole world.

Of us three, Rose is the oldest, Levi is a year younger than Rose, and I am a year younger than Levi. I always think of us that way still, staggered. Like some makeshift family, the three of us relied on this birth order in the pre-Elodie era, Rose leading and Levi and me following closely behind. This meant Rose got to decide what trees we climbed. She chose the games we played, and she got to pick who was “it” and who wasn’t. But the older we got, the more Levi pushed back against Rose’s decrees. They’d butt heads over video games, the places we went, and the things we did. Their squabbling was never a big deal, but it sometimes got uncomfortable when I had to choose sides.

All these years later, Levi stares at me for the longest moment. I am so unnerved by it, his lack of restlessness, his lack of constant motion. I used to think of him as a whirlwind, forever on the go, both in the pool and out of it.

“If you’re asking when I saw Rose last, the answer is sometime in the winter. She was getting out of someone’s car as I was getting into my truck,” Levi says.

“Do you know whose car it was? Was it a blond guy?” I ask, hopefully, wondering if it’s the same person Elodie was describing.

“I don’t remember. I don’t keep tabs on who Rose hangs out with,” he says.

I frown a little at his touchy tone, but soldier on. “Okay, when did you speak last though? Or text, or anything? What did you talk about?”

“Look, Turner,” Levi says, impatient. “The last time I had an actual conversation with Rose, we were in middle school, so forgive me if I can’t recall exact details. Elodie, too.”

“What do you mean middle school?” I ask. I don’t even react to the name: Turner. “I was here when you were all in middle school.”

“No, you left when we were in middle school.”

There’s a clear bitterness in his tone, as if it was my choice to go.

“I’m confused,” I say, knowing I sound stupid, but the words coming out of Levi’s mouth make absolutely no sense. Sure, I knew they aggravated each other sometimes, that they weren’t as close after Levi got both hot and popular overnight, but they were still friendly. Rose sometimes gave me updates about Levi’s meets and the new crowd he was drifting toward. Levi, Rose, and Elodie had still come together for the important stuff over the years. Like when Levi’s cat, Moose, died. Rose told me about the tearful ceremony they held for him in Levi’s backyard. She sent me the poem she’d read, about the Rainbow Bridge, and it made me cry, too.

Becoming less close is not the same as not speaking for years. Why would Levi equate the two things? Especially when he’s the one who drifted.

“Listen, I don’t know anything about Rose’s life, but good luck finding her,” Levi says with an air of finality. Sure enough, the door starts to swing closed.

I make a grab for it. “Wait!”

I want to ask how he can say he didn’t know anything about Rose’s life with a straight face. I want to ask him a thousand questions, but he looks so impatient that I just hold up the phone and laptop. “Can you help me get into both of these?” I ask. “I don’t know any of her passwords, but I thought if you could break the code or whatever it is you normally do, it would make it so much easier to figure out where she went.”

Levi looks at me. “You want me to hack into her stuff?”

“Can you?” I ask, but we both already know the answer. From my sister’s frequent updates, I know Levi got suspended a couple of times from Westwood Middle School for breaking into the system and changing all his friends’ grades. According to Rose, the threat of not being able to keep competing in swimming competitions was the thing that eventually put him on the straight and narrow. Even when I knew him, Levi used to write code for fun. Of all the things he loved to break and hodgepodge back together, computers were his favorite. He can easily break into Rose’s phone and computer. If he wants to.

“I’ll pay you,” I blurt out. “Whatever you want.”

He appears to actually be considering this, so I take this opportunity to quickly push both things at him.

“Thank you. Just text me when you’re done,” I say, before he can change his mind.

Levi scowls at me, actually scowls, but he doesn’t give back Rose’s phone or laptop, so I take that to mean he’s agreed to help me.

“LEVI!!!” I turn just in time for a tiny human to run full force past me and throw his arms around Levi’s legs.

“Hey, Superman!” Levi says, grinning big, Rose’s laptop and phone still in his hands. His smile is a total 180 from the way he greeted me, and it’s directed at the same boy I saw from Rose’s bedroom window yesterday. In the back of the kitchen, T-shirt girl freezes and then tiptoes upstairs, like she doesn’t want the kid to see her.

“I’m Clark Kent today,” the boy informs Levi. “That’s why I’m wearing regular clothes ’cause I’m on cover.”

Levi’s voice drops to a whisper. “Oh, you’re undercover? Then you gotta wear your glasses, bud. Where are your glasses?”

“I hate them,” the boy complains, pulling a pair of round frames from the pocket of his jeans. “Everyone calls me Four-Eyes.”

“What?!” Levi balks at the injustice of this. “I bet that’s only because they don’t know you’re Superman. Because you’re doing such a good job being undercover.”

As the boy slips inside the house, Levi glances at me, and I realize I’m doing nothing but staring.

“Oh . . . I’m . . . going to go,” I say, backing up.

Levi turns to the boy and helps him adjust his glasses.

“Now, you’re Clark Kent,” he says. “You want some bacon, bud? Does your mom know you’re here?”

“Yeah, she’s at home.”

The last thing I hear is the boy asking, “Is that your friend?” and I’m not sure whether he’s asking about me or if he’s discovered Levi’s girlfriend.

In either case, I don’t hear Levi’s answer because the door is closing and I’m hurrying out of the yard.





Chapter Seven




Sometimes dealing with my mother feels like wrangling a toddler.

“I’m thinking of canceling the internet,” she announces when I talk to her later that night. We are video-chatting while I lie on Rose’s bed and mentally sort through the weirdness of today’s interaction with Levi. Rose was right about all the ways he’s changed. He’s an entirely different person than the Leaves I knew. Bigger and stronger and also not that nice?

“They’ll come and take it away next week.”

Besides Mom’s video, I have a browser open to the webpage for the Association of Medical Illustrators, but her words have caught my attention.

“Wait, what?” I say.

“There’s a man coming next Thursday to cancel the internet,” Mom says, as she bangs around the kitchen. She’s on a Mediterranean diet, which as far as I can tell is all vegetables, fruits, and seafood. So I’m not sure why she seems to be boiling pasta, but I figure I’ll tackle one problem at a time.

“You already have someone coming to uninstall it?” I say, alarmed. “That’s not the same as thinking of canceling the internet.”

“Semantics, schemantics,” Mom says, dismissively. Instead of the camera focusing on her, it’s turned toward the kitchen of our apartment. I miss the bright cream-colored walls, the sophisticated black-and-white backsplash. I would so rather be home right now, not searching for my sister in what feels like some distorted past life.

“I saw this YouTube documentary about a woman who got very sick because of the internet. Something about the currents or radio waves,” Mom explains.

“Hmm,” I say, stifling a yawn. With the number of life changes YouTube has caused my mother to make, you’d think all she does is watch internet videos.

“Anyway, you should watch it. It’s very scientific,” she says, throwing in the key word she always uses when she’s trying to sell something to me. “The documentary is called Webitis. Or Internetitis. Something like that. Google it.”

“Don’t you need the internet for your work though?” I ask. Mom’s handle on every social media platform is Quick and Arty. For the past two years, she’s been teaching people how to draw different objects in thirty-second videos that go viral all the time.

Mom sighs loudly. “It’s not as lucrative as it used to be. You know that Vantage Point Studios is now doing fifteen-second art tutorials. I can’t compete with that.”

“Fifteen seconds? I’d rather have more instruction than less,” I say encouragingly.

I can hear the smile in her voice even though I can’t see it. “Well, you’re not an artist,” she says. “But thank you.”

The comment pinches something under my skin.

Like the rest of my family, Mom has no idea what I want to study in college. She assumes, just like everyone who knows me assumes, that I’m going to become a doctor. A cardiothoracic surgeon, maybe. And what I learned three months ago is that it has to stay that way.

“I really think you should keep going,” I tell Mom carefully. “You’re so good at it. The internet is annoying, but kind of a necessary evil.”

I don’t mention that our rent and general ability to avoid homelessness depend on it.

“You may be right,” Mom admits.

Strangely, of the four of us Turners, Mom and I have the least-complicated relationship. We are just as dissimilar as Mom and Dad, but we have an unspoken agreement that we don’t have to understand each other. Mom and I don’t really even try. Sometimes I think my parents’ marriage would have lasted way longer if they hadn’t assumed that, in addition to loving and honoring each other in sickness and in health or whatever, they also had to “get” each other.

Being understood is a gift; it’s not a guarantee.

“So how’s your father?” Mom asks.

“Fine,” I say, yawning again, my exhaustion suddenly catching up to me. Hopefully, being this tired means I will be able to sleep tonight. “I made dinner. He’s still not great in the kitchen.”

Mom snorts but doesn’t say anything derogatory. As far as she knows, Dad and I are thick as thieves. We’re both scientists, after all. Both logical and practical and even-tempered. Whereas Mom and Rose are fiery and emotional, impulsive and passionate.

“Elodie Haskell has a kid,” I tell Mom.

“Really?” She sounds as surprised as I felt.

“Rose didn’t tell me,” I say.

“You two always have so much to say when you catch up. I’m sure it just slipped her mind,” Mom says, but that doesn’t sound quite right. Elodie was a pretty big part of our lives before I left Riverwood and, according to Rose, they got even closer after I moved.

I think about Levi’s face when he said you left when we were in middle school, as if he was accusing me of something. But what? It wasn’t my choice to move.

Picturing his face at all makes me feel weird because, apart from the coldness, all I noticed today was angles, angles, angles. Strong jaw, stubbly chin, cutting eyes. I mean, I gleaned as much from social media and from Rose, but Levi Forrester got really, really hot. Also, he’s no longer our whirlwind, our human sparkler, our Leaves.

Despite all the things that have changed, I really thought he’d have some clue of where Rose went. That she would have told someone.

“I’m not sure Rose wants anyone to find her,” I say.

It’s the first time I’ve said anything like this out loud, and I almost flinch at the words. But it’s true. You don’t disappear without telling a single soul — even your sister, even your best friends — without a lot of advance planning.

“Good for her!” Mom says. She’s finally turned the camera to face herself, and I see her wide smile for the first time tonight, her always-red lips and beautiful dark brown skin. “That town is a hole. No sane person wants to live there forever.”

Dad wants to live here forever.

“Maybe,” I say.

In Mom’s mind, Rose got impatient and went off on the grand adventure that was supposed to have been ours. She’s backpacking through the Amazon rainforest, climbing the Himalayas, riding bulls in Spain, or making love to Italian men with strong sun-kissed thighs. But Mom is an only child; she doesn’t get that when Rose and I make each other promises, we keep them. That Rose would never do that to me.

I glance behind me at the travel bucket list above Rose’s headboard.

Paris. Cape Town. Kuala Lumpur. Sydney. Cairo. Cabo. Rio de Janeiro. Dubai.

“Trust me, that’s what it is,” Mom says confidently. “And if your father would let go of his iron grip, if he would have let your sister spread her wings a long time ago, it wouldn’t have come to this.”

Just before I came to Riverwood, Mom voiced this theory that every time Rose has gone off the grid, it’s been a giant “eff you” to Dad for keeping her “constrained,” over-parenting her the last six years. As if it’s Dad’s fault she’s gone.

Before I can say anything now, Mom sighs as she brings a glass of red wine to her lips. “Imagine I said all that, but much more charitably. It’s been a long week.”

“It’s okay,” I say, automatically, but I’m feeling a little strange. My parents hardly ever say anything bad about each other, but Mom has been letting comments like this slip more and more recently. “I should go. I haven’t talked to Asia since Friday.”

It’s Sunday today.

“How is Asia?” Mom asks. “Still a continent?”

Mom giggles and I suddenly understand that she’s tipsy. She’s probably been drinking even before she called me. It took years of just us two living together before I figured out that Mom drinks when she feels lonely.

“That’s hilarious,” I say, flatly.

“Don’t go weeks without calling me,” Mom says.

My mother always gets a little insecure when I visit Dad and Rose, like I might decide to stay with them and not come back, like I might pick them over her.

“I won’t,” I say, and I think she knows that I’m promising more than to call.

We hang up and, despite my tiredness, I pull my computer onto my lap. As usual, I wind up on the UCLA website, researching options for a double major in art and biology. They have an amazing art program that would make up for my lack of technique, my lack of experience. But how would I explain to anyone why I want to go there and not Johns Hopkins?

I’ve always scribbled in the margins of notebooks, always doodled or “shit gold,” as Rose might say. But it’s only been since we moved to SF that I started experimenting. Drawing buildings and trees, faces and random items. The progression to drawing body parts came naturally, and I’ve focused on it ever since.

I’m nowhere near as good as people who have been drawing their whole lives, nowhere near as good as people who do it professionally. People like Mom.

Sometimes I wish I could bottle up all her talent, her eye for detail, and stuff it inside me.

I tried asking her once what she would think if me or Rose became an artist.

“Ooh, boy,” Mom said. “You’d have to perform the Heimlich on your father first. Maybe full-blown resuscitation.”

“It’s not that bad,” I said, mostly hoping she’d agree with me.

“Let’s just say, your father doesn’t have much use for artistes,” she’d said, grinning wryly. “He already married one and that’s enough for him.”

There’s a weird cliché that nurses are people who couldn’t become doctors, but in Dad’s case it’s true. After both of his parents were killed in a car crash when he was nineteen, Dad took the fastest route to making an income so he could take care of his two younger brothers, to keep them out of foster care.

“He couldn’t afford a decade of school and tens of thousands in student loans,” Mom explained. “It was a heroic thing he did. But even heroes have regrets.”

Maybe if I hadn’t spent so many years going along with the whole “Dr. Emmy” schtick, it wouldn’t be so hard to get out of it. Maybe if I’d let myself love art earlier. Maybe if I’d told Rose the right way.

Maybe, maybe, maybe.

A tightness seizes my chest.

My life is full of so many uncertainties, and the only thing that feels sure is that I am going to die of everything I want.

I want to love two things that make my heart beat faster and not have to choose. I want to make Rose and Mom and Dad proud. I want to feel like I recognize even just one person in this town that used to be home. I want to bring my sister back.

Sighing, I shut my laptop and check my phone for any messages from Levi or Rose’s exes. There’s one from Asia, but I don’t open it. Downstairs, I can hear Dad watching something on television, winding down for the night.

I lean back on Rose’s pillow and shut my stinging eyes.

Don’t cry twice about the same thing.

I’ve cried once about the art thing, so that’s out. And I’ve let myself cry exactly once over missing Rose. I could cry about feeling totally alone in the world, feeling like the anchor keeping me in place has suddenly vanished, but I decide I’m not going to mull over that either.

I stand up and go to Rose’s closet, leafing through the hanging gowns until I find one I’ve never seen before. It’s emerald green with intricate beading, and it looks like something out of a movie set during the roaring twenties. Where did Rose ever wear this?

Maybe it’s one of those things she collected, like she was stocking up for some rainy day in which she’d be single-handedly called upon to clothe a small but populous nation.

The dress is way too elegant for me, but I can’t stop fingering the delicate beads and the soft cap sleeves.

“Oh, what the hell,” I say, and pull it out. I shimmy out of my shorts, yank off my shirt, and put on the dress.

It feels boxy and weird on me, but when I look in the mirror, I like what I see. I’m much more of a jeans or shorts and T-shirt girl, while Rose loves her dresses.

In this one, I look older, sophisticated. I wish I had a picture of Rose wearing it, because I want to see us side by side. Mirror images or a projection of an aspiration. Before — me. After — Rose.

“You’re going to be something someday, Em,” she’d tell me, beaming. “Big-shot surgeon, famous for all the people you’ve saved, and happy. Happy like a peach in a tree.

“No really,” she’d insist when I waved her off. “I can’t wait to see it. I’ll be your biggest fan.”

“I’m already yours,” I said once, tangling myself around her. If I had known what dreams she wanted for herself, I’d have echoed them back to her. You’re going to be . . . a famous writer? An award-winning biographer? A brilliant chef?

But Rose never wanted to talk about the things she’d do, only the things I would.

That day, Rose hugged me back, and I got the weirdest feeling that she was sad. “I know you’re my biggest fan, Emcat.”

Now, I connect my phone to the wireless speaker on Rose’s desk and sway my hips as Nina Simone’s voice fills the room.

I dance and dance, sliding across the wooden floor in my socked feet.

“I’m feeling good,” I sing, even though it’s a lie.





Chapter Eight




I toss and turn all night again.

Finally, right around sunrise, after hours of trying to lull myself to sleep by visualizing all 206 bones in my body, I finally drift off.

So, of course, I wake up to pounding.

At first, I think I’m dreaming. Or in some horrible alternate universe where it’s never summer, school goes on all year long, and I’ve slept through my first class. But when my eyes squint open and I reach for my phone, it’s July and only 7:45 in the morning.

Still, the knocking continues.

“Dad?” I yell as I get out of bed, hoping he can get the door, but no luck. He seems to already be at work. Also, now that I’m upright, I realize it’s not the door the noise is coming from but my window.

I rub the sleep from my eyes as I move across the room to it.

I push the curtains aside and gape when I see Levi Forrester, standing on the same tall ladder he used to climb into me and Rose’s room when we were kids. We had a whole system in place: turning the lights on and off to pass messages from our house to Levi’s and back.

Right now I’m mesmerized by his face, its sharp angles and the eyes that are somehow blank, but also oceans. There’s a layer of scruff cupping his jaw like a hand. He looks really good for it being before normal people hours, and I’m instantly self-conscious. My satin bonnet is still on my head, and it’s a toss-up whether I have dry drool going down my chin or not.

I swipe quickly at the corners of my mouth before pulling open the window. “Hi, Leaves-eye,” I say. “Levi.”

“You weren’t answering the doorbell. Plus, apparently, we don’t use front doors, right?”

I pretend not to hear the sarcasm in his voice and force out a short laugh.

“Ha, that’s funny,” I say, even as I’m wondering, What happened to Leaves?

“Are you coming in?” I ask.

Levi hesitates, his eyes traveling the full length of me. Which is, naturally, the exact moment I realize I slept in only a tank top and boy shorts. My legs are completely bare, and his gaze feels ticklish and cold all the way down to my toes.

“Meet me at the front door,” he says, toneless, not waiting for my answer before starting back down the ladder. I listen as his footsteps clunk down the metal steps before being buried by the soundless grass.

I shut the window, curse under my breath, and yank off my bonnet while diving for the nearest pair of jeans. I steal a look in the mirror and, finding nothing that can be done in ten seconds or less, I groan and hurry down the stairs.

Levi is already waiting at the front door when I open it.

Neither of us speaks, and for a second, I think we’re just going to stand here staring at each other. But then I see what he has in his hands.

“Rose’s phone!” I say, ecstatic. “You got in?”

“Just the phone for now,” Levi says, holding it out to me. His voice is still nowhere in the vicinity of amiable. “I’ve taken off the passcode so you should have no problem doing whatever you need to.”

He tells me he’s still working on the laptop.

“Thank you!” I cry, so happy to finally have a lead in finding Rose. Our fingers brush for the briefest second when I take the phone from him, and I feel sharp tingles all the way up to my elbow. It’s that pain you feel when you hit your funny bone, except this is . . . not unpleasant? “Thank you, thank you.”

Levi nods, turns around, and starts back toward his house. As I watch him go, I see him flex and unflex his right hand, pulling his fingers into a fist before opening them again. It is the first bit of superfluous movement I’ve seen Levi do since I’ve been home.

“Wait!” I call.

He turns to face me but doesn’t come back up the porch steps, so I go down to meet him.

“Don’t I owe you? I said I’d pay you.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” he says. The words he’s saying are kind, but he won’t meet my eye.

When he starts to go again, I stop him, grabbing his arm.

I take a moment to marvel at the fact that my entire hand cannot wrap even halfway around his bicep. Holy shit.

Feeling his gaze on me, I quickly drop his arm, my face warm.

“Thank you,” I say.

“You said that.”

“Right,” I say with a nod, then take a deep breath. “Levi, is there a problem? Like, are you mad at me or something? Because you kind of seem like you hate me.”

Levi’s voice is rough. “I don’t hate you.”

I try for a joke. “This is how you treat people you like?”

He narrows his eyes. “I don’t like you either,” he says. He glances over at his house, as if there are a million things he’d rather be doing than having this conversation. “I don’t like or hate you.”

The words are a punch right in the solar plexus, forceful and heavy, and I feel winded.

“We were best friends,” I say, unable to keep the hurt out of my voice.

He gives a coarse laugh as he rubs his shoulder. “Were we?”

“You know we were.”

Levi narrows his eyes at me, lowering his face close enough to mine that I’m worried he might smell my morning breath. I seal my mouth tight. “I haven’t seen you in six years,” he says. “That’s not best friends.”

“Um, you were gone every summer,” I point out, bad breath be damned. “How do you see someone who’s not in town?”

Now Levi chuckles. It’s short and deep. “I don’t have time for this,” he says, and starts to walk away.

“Rose told me how you were doing!” I shout to his back. “She told me all the ways you changed.”

Levi stops walking, but he doesn’t turn back.

“You like my pictures on Instagram,” I add.

Levi whirls around, and he looks incredulous. His brown eyes glint with mirth. “I like your pictures on Instagram? So the fuck what, Turner?”

“So, I thought we were okay,” I say. “I like your pictures, too.”

I neglect to say that he hardly has any, that he’s almost as bad as Rose at documenting his life for curious, faceless strangers. Every now and then I’ll go through his account, but the more fruitful endeavor usually is finding everywhere he’s been tagged. Normally, it’s at swim meets, parties, or on the arms of different girls, all of whom look like beauty influencers.

He takes a step toward me, and I wonder how we look to people from their houses. Like a chess game probably, circling each other, moving around and away from each other.

“I like everybody’s picture on Instagram,” he says with obvious disgust. “It takes literally one second. Jesus, what are you, twelve?”

The words make me feel an inch tall.

“So you’re mad at me. For not keeping in touch better.”

“I’m not mad,” he says, but he so clearly is. He can barely even look at me.

“Didn’t Rose tell you —”

“What part of ‘I haven’t spoken to Rose or Elodie since fucking middle school,’ don’t you get?” he spits out.

I blink at him, and suddenly the words he said yesterday — the words I thought were an exaggeration — come back.

The last time I had an actual conversation with Rose, we were in middle school, so forgive me if I can’t recall exact details. Elodie, too.

“But that’s not possible,” I say now.

“A few weeks after you left town, they stopped speaking to me. Wouldn’t even say hi. Wouldn’t answer texts or open the door when I came over,” Levi says, the most he’s said to me since we’ve seen each other again, and I can barely form a response. “They both ignored me, but of course Rose was behind it. We were always her goddamn lap dogs.”

I open and shut my mouth.

The words are so harsh, so not the Leaves I know.

The problem is, I know he’s right. Any change in the friendship dynamic would have been Rose’s doing, not Elodie’s. But why would Rose ever, ever freeze Levi out?

“Oh, I get it,” Levi says, smiling a little now. “She told you we were still friends?”

“She told me that you changed and got popular, and you weren’t as close so . . .”

“I changed,” Levi repeats, laughing. “I changed. Wow.”

I’m just as taken aback as he is.

“She told me so many things about your life,” I say, voice small. “Like when your cat died and you guys had the funeral and she read ‘Rainbow Bridge.’”

Levi snorts. “Rose wasn’t at Moose’s funeral. I invited her, but she didn’t come.”

I’m aghast. “Why would she do that? Why would she do that and say she went? Why would she —”

“Why she would cut me off and make Elodie do the same?”

My heart is beating hard in my chest, and I’m feeling a little dizzy. “Yes.”

“It’s not for the same reason you did?” Levi asks, folding his arms across his chest.

“Of course not!” I say. “I wasn’t . . . I didn’t cut you off.”

He smiles now, a bitter expression on his face. “You just went six whole years without having one real conversation with me.”

“I was sad!” I blurt out. “About having to leave Riverwood and my dad and Rose. And you. So I just . . . I guess I kind of didn’t try with anyone but Rose. I knew you’d all forget me, and you did.”

I wasn’t like Rose, stunning and eye-catching and rare. I wasn’t the person you remember, and the thought of being erased from Riverwood, of being forgotten by all the people I knew including Levi, stung.

It’s the first time I’ve given voice to the reasons I wrote a hundred soul-baring Instagram messages to Levi, a dozen texts, and always edited them down to “What’s up?” or “Hey.” When Moose died, I so badly wanted to call Levi and have a proper conversation. I wanted to cry on the phone with him and tell him that old Persian furball knew he was loved, that Moose was no longer in pain.

“I didn’t forget you,” Levi says, gruffly.

“I didn’t forget you either. I was just . . . sad,” I say again. “I didn’t even know Rose was icing you out.”

“That’s convenient,” he says, pushing his hands into his pockets. “You ghost me. Elodie and Rose ghost me. And neither thing has anything to do with the other.”

“It’s true,” I insist, but it’s in a soft voice. I can’t believe Levi has gone all this time assuming that I just wrote him out of my life.

“Why didn’t you message me?” I ask, scrambling for some higher moral ground. “Why didn’t you call or text me anything that mattered?”

“You, Rose, and Elodie were all acting weird. I’d ask you what was up with Rose, and you’d give me some non-answer. My whole life I’ve been that kid who’s Too Much. Too hyper, too loud, too fast. What was I supposed to think other than you’d finally gotten sick of me?”

I’m stunned by it, this revelation that my friendship with Levi didn’t die from natural causes like I’ve always thought it did. It unraveled because of Rose, and because of me.

I honestly believed Levi still considered us cordial. Friendly. After all, we never had a fight. Friends can go long stretches without speaking, can’t they?

“I did write you,” he adds, voice hoarse. “I’d sit down and tell you every single thing in my head, but I never sent it. I thought you were finished with me for whatever reason Elodie and Rose were. For whatever I’d done wrong. It took years to realize they’re just mean girls.”

I flinch at the words.

Rose. A mean girl. It’s not true.

“I’m sorry,” I say, the only ounce of truth I can muster.

Levi stares down at the ground. “Let me know if you have any issues with the phone.”

“Levi, I want to be friends,” I tell him, a little desperately.

“Again,” I add. “I want to be friends again.”

Now, he looks irritated. “And what does that look like, Turner? We send each other texts? We hang out? Play in Westwood Park on weekends?”

He’s obviously being sarcastic, but that actually sounds amazing. We could make the gang complete by finding Rose and pulling in Elodie, too.

“We can talk and hang out,” I say. “Fill each other in on our lives.”

Levi scrubs a hand over his face but says nothing.

“Please,” I say. “I feel like I’m in some weird time capsule being back here where everything is the same but not. The town hasn’t changed, but Rose is gone. Everyone I know . . . changed.”

“Apparently I did, too,” Levi says, no inflection in his tone, but my gaze involuntarily sweeps over his tall solid form. His broad shoulders and narrow waist and a face that is half-boy, half-man.

“You did,” I say before I can stop myself.

I think I detect the slightest bit of a knowing smile flash across his face — Levi is clearly aware of his physical attractiveness — but it’s gone almost as soon as it appeared.

He rubs a spot in the front of his shoulder. Another bit of unnecessary movement.

Otherwise, he is so, so still. Virtually unrecognizable from the boy I knew.

“We’ll see,” he says. “I’m late to meet my coach.”

I decide “we’ll see” is good enough for now. At least, it’s not a solid no. It’s not a “I never want to see your face again, you cold-hearted bitch,” so I nod.

Levi goes, getting into his car and driving off as I watch.

Then I go into my own house, shut the front door, and hug the phone to my chest.

“What’s happening?” I whisper to Rose like she can hear me. “Nothing makes sense.”

There has to be some sort of misunderstanding; there has to be some sort of mistake.

Rose and Elodie dropped Levi almost as soon as I left town. Rose dropped Elodie a year ago. Rose was seeing a guy I don’t know. All this new information feels heavy and unsettling, but I remind myself of the things I know to be true: Rose would never take our trip on her own. Rose cares about people. Rose has never met a list she didn’t want to write. I know Rose.

I remind myself of all the things I’ve found that do make sense: the additions to the travel list, her closet full of yellow things, the notes she wrote for Dad over the years.

For some reason, it doesn’t feel like enough.

For the first time, I wish Rose was here not just because I miss the sound of her voice, not just because I feel hollow and small without her. For the first time, I wish Rose was here because I’m starting to question so many things she told me.





Chapter Nine




I power on Rose’s phone once I’m settled at a small table in the Book Nook, with a warm butter scone on my plate. When I first entered, I searched the store for any sign of Rose, like I might find her perusing the nonfiction aisle or ringing up someone behind the counter. Before she worked here, Rose volunteered here, putting books away, wiping dust from bookshelves, and helping the owner, Sabrinalove, with anything she needed.

The Book Nook is a small independent bookstore, famous for the colorful ever-changing book tower right at the storefront. It’s on the east side, because apparently only rich people read. The shoppers are mostly white; the streets surrounding the store are filled with people who are the dictionary definition of preppy, but the Book Nook is the one place on this side of town that has always felt like home to me and Rose. Warm and inviting, with its big comfy couches, its pristine displays, and shelves full of undiscovered worlds. Today, it is far busier than I’ve ever seen it.

Because of Rose’s love of books, we used to come here together all the time during the summers I visited. And even though biographies are her favorite, Rose is an expert of words. It’s like she imbibes them, rolls them around on her tongue, and picks apart each sentence, dissecting every word and trapping it inside her. If my sister hasn’t read something, she’s at least heard of it.

Before I can really start going through Rose’s phone though, the chair across from me slides away from the table and Sabrina Owens plops down into it.

“Emmylove,” Sabrina says, beaming at me. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. More than a year for sure.”

Sabrina is a round-faced, orange-haired Scottish woman in her forties. She’s the only person more knowledgeable on books than Rose. Sabrina does this thing where she adds “love” at the end of everyone’s name. “Roselove,” “Andrewlove,” “Olivialove.” So naturally Rose and I call her Sabrinalove.

“Two years, I think,” I tell her, turning Rose’s phone screen down so Sabrina doesn’t think I’m being rude.

“That’s way too long,” she says, then looks around the store. “Thanks for giving me an excuse to sit, by the way. We’re so busy lately.”

“That’s great,” I say, glad the store is doing so well.

“Tell that to my feet,” Sabrina says, wincing. “Are you in town for the summer?”

“Just for a few weeks.”

I follow her worried gaze behind the counter where a teenage boy stands, fiddling with the computer as a line six people long stretches into the middle of the store. Even more people amble around us, talking in that hushed reverent tone bibliophiles use in the presence of books.

“I’m here because of Rose,” I say, deciding to be upfront about it.

Sabrina nods, attention returning to me. “Your dad told me she left town again without saying anything to him.”

I break a piece from my scone, but can’t bring myself to look up. “Did she still work here? Like, she told me she did, but some things . . .”

Turned out not to be true.

I can’t finish the sentence. It feels too traitorous.

“She did until April 21. I mean, that was her last day, but she gave her resignation exactly two weeks before that,” Sabrina says, and even though I didn’t know Rose resigned, I feel a wave of relief at this. Rose worked here until the day before she left town.

At least, this is another thing that is true. Inwardly, I let it sink in. I do know Rose.

“Were you surprised that she quit?” I ask Sabrina. “She loved this job so much.”

Sabrinalove is frowning, but it only makes her look contemplative, not stern.

“Emmylove,” she says, “I have to be honest. You know I adore Rose. She was a dream employee for many years.”

Oh God.

I hear the “but” coming a mile away.

“But she wasn’t reliable the last year or so. She’d show up late, take off during shifts. She’d be on her phone or late to open. Toward the end it was kind of a disaster,” Sabrina says with a sigh. “If she hadn’t quit, I’d have fired her.”

I look at Sabrina in astonishment. Sabrinalove doesn’t fire people. Not even the kid who kept breaking merchandise and took “a literal hour” to do any task, according to Rose.

“She’s obviously been going through something,” Sabrina says, and I nod forcefully so my surprise doesn’t show. How could Rose have been going through something that she didn’t tell me about?

I saw my sister last summer, and she was the same.

Maybe even happier, more energetic, than she’d ever been.

“I think she just got busy with her community college classes,” I say.

“Oh, I didn’t know she was doing that,” Sabrina says, looking pleased, then stealing another glance at the growing checkout line. “I always felt it was a waste of that lightning-quick mind not to keep shaking up teachers everywhere.”

I laugh.

“I just hope she’s happy wherever she is. I really do miss seeing her every day,” Sabrina says.

“She didn’t happen to say anything to you, did she?” I ask. “Like, before she left.”

“No,” Sabrina says, remorseful. “I wish I could help.”

“It’s okay.” It was a long shot, anyway.

Sabrina throws another anxious look at the teen behind the counter, who clearly isn’t moving quickly enough.

“Excuse me, Emmy. Michaellove!” She jumps up, hurrying toward him. “Did you remember to take the Watsons’ loyalty card?”

I heave a giant sigh in Sabrina’s absence.

It’s part exasperation, part exhaustion, part sadness.

Something was clearly happening with Rose before she took off. But what? Something to do with the blond guy? Why wouldn’t she have told me?

We talked every single night, without fail.

I think of all the nights I spent rambling about how hard my physics homework was or the way Asia was trying to drag me to this party or the other, and I feel foolish.

Did she try to tell me?

Maybe there’s something I missed.

I rack my brain, but nothing comes to mind.

I mean, except for that last night. The night before Dad called to say she hadn’t come home.

You don’t know anything, Emmy. You’re a child.

I force the thought out of my mind, push back the memory of our first and only fight.

Rose and I love each other like crazy; no disagreement could change that. There’s just something I’m missing.

I turn over her phone and go straight for her photos. I want so desperately to see her smiling face, her warm brown eyes, her familiar locs.

She has a disappointing nineteen pictures on her phone. I know she finds selfies unbearably vain, but I thought she’d still have something.

Everybody has something.

Instead, I scroll through pictures that capture only pieces of her. Her dirty Converse on a gravel road. Her fingernails painted black. A picture of her lips with no context.

The closest thing there is to a selfie is a picture of half her face. It’s the side of her face with the beauty mark above her left lip. Rose hates it, but I used to be so envious of that spot. Distinguishing and exotic. Her one eye is staring at the camera with a piercing look, a kind of scrutiny that makes me wonder what she’s looking at.

Herself? A mirror?

Someone else?

I miss her so much that it nearly takes my breath away. I miss the way she smells and her rumbling laugh and the way she got insufferably silly when she was tired. Doesn’t she feel the same way about me?

I love you so much my heart hurts, Rose would sometimes say before we hung up.

If you loved someone that much, why would you leave them?

Why would you not tell them the truth?

The last few pictures are of the Lemon, inside and out. I sigh, glossing over the interiors of the clearly just-vacuumed car. I can’t believe that, of all the things she might have documented, the inside of her vehicle is what inspired Rose to whip out her phone.

Next, I go to her call log.

The last outgoing call was on April 21, to me.

I was the last person she spoke to.

It makes me feel an inexplicable jolt of hope, because it means she thought of me before she left.

The rest of the outgoing calls are to Mom or Dad or numbers I don’t recognize.

I jump over to her missed calls.

Over fifty are from me. Some are from Dad, a few from Mom.

Then there are the messages, hundreds and hundreds of them.

Again, most are from me.

Rose, please call me.

Please tell me you’re all right.

They’re not even opened.

I mean, I knew they wouldn’t be as soon as Dad said he’d found both her phone and laptop in her room. But still, it stings to see the evidence that every word I’ve sent Rose for the past eighty-one days hasn’t reached her.

Dad’s texts border on annoyed, like he, too, thinks Mom is right and Rose’s disappearance is a raised middle finger to him.

I’m incredibly disappointed to see you acting so immaturely.

Call me.

Rose, this is not funny.

But interspersed between all of Dad’s and my texts are messages from an unknown number. He’s not a contact in Rose’s phone, but there’s an entire thread of messages from him with not a single reply from Rose.

His messages are cryptic and short. Confusing.

Your long flowy dress.

The feeling you get when your food is brought out at Big Papa’s.

The opening chords of Here Comes the Sun.

The moonlight coming through the back window of the Lemon at midnight.

I freeze.

It’s the fact that he calls it the Lemon, that he knows Rose’s special name for her car, that makes me certain.

This is the guy.

The person writing these texts is the blond-haired guy she’s been hanging out with.

If he was her boyfriend or even a hookup, it’s weird that there’s no photo or name attached to his number, but at least I’ve found him.

The texter’s last message was this morning, his previous message yesterday morning, and another on the day before yesterday. He’s been messaging Rose daily.

My heart constricts when I see that the first of the texts was sent on April 22. The day Rose disappeared.

Today’s message is just one word: Paris.

I start typing back, Hi, you don’t know me but . . .

And then I stop.

For whatever reason, the texter knows he’s not getting a response — Rose hasn’t written back once — but he keeps sending messages anyway.

He’s either an idiot, or he thinks she’s still somehow getting messages on her phone, wherever she is.

Does that mean he knows where she is?

I feel a surge of hope, a thing that wraps around my spine like a claw, because this might be it. This might be the person who leads me to Rose.

I delete what I started to say.

Can we meet? I type. If this person does know something, I can see him being skittish about answering me, knowing I broke into Rose’s phone. But face-to-face, I just know I can get him to talk.

I wait several minutes, but he doesn’t write back.

I pull out my own phone and find one response from Davon.

Hey, Rose’s kid sister. Damn you grew up;). Haven’t talked to her in a long time. Sorry.

I ignore the flirtatious undertone to his message and shoot him a quick “Thanks anyway!” response.

Then I go back to staring at Rose’s phone. I know the watched pot never boils, or however that saying goes, but at some point it has to boil, doesn’t it? Like, scientifically speaking? If a pot is on a hot stove, it has to boil.

Boil, dammit, I think focused solely on Rose’s phone.

It does not boil.

I finish my scone and head out of the Book Nook.

I’m halfway around the corner, close to where I parked the Lemon, when a phone starts vibrating in my pocket.

I pull out both phones.

It’s Rose’s.

And it’s him.

I should pick up, but I panic. Do I answer and pretend to be Rose? My sister’s voice is deeper, more confident. Anyone who knows her will be able to tell I’m not her. Do I just tell him who I am? What if he refuses to meet with me?

I’m still debating when the phone stops vibrating, and I shut my eyes, disgusted at myself.

I might have just missed my only chance.

I’m about to call the stranger back when Rose’s phone dings with a message.

In Michigan for tonight but Raf is having a party tomorrow night. Come to Windell farm at 9?

I google Windell farm and see something about a dairy farm on the edge of West Riverwood, Ohio. I’m so relieved I could dance.

“Thank you, whoever you are,” I say out loud.

I send the stranger another message from Rose’s phone. Perfect.





Chapter Ten




On my third night in Riverwood, I must fall asleep for at least a few minutes, because I dream.

I’m back in Knowlton High, my high school in San Francisco. I’m walking down the halls, but my body won’t listen to me. I see Asia leaning against her locker, talking to someone I don’t know, but when I try to wave, my hand doesn’t move. I start to walk over to her, but suddenly my body jerks and heads in the other direction. I try to turn back, but I’m frozen. I try to scream, but my mouth doesn’t even open. And then I’m walking again, twitching and shuffling like a zombie. I can lift my arm for just a second, before it’s yanked back down by some invisible force. I can make my foot stop before it’s dragged forward again. It’s like two pilots fighting for control of a plane, like someone has commandeered my body and I’m a marionette.

I jolt awake, covered in sweat and terrified.

Sitting up, I do a quick physical examination. Head on shoulders, hands on arms, torso on hips, feet on legs, fingers that point where I want them to. I press my hand to my chest and try to still my sharp breaths.

“It’s okay,” I tell my heart.

I am alive, and I am mine.

I think dying must be the scariest feeling in the world, that darkening of the world, that gradual loss of consciousness, that moment when you stop being yourself or anyone or anything.

But the feeling of my body being hijacked ranks a close second.

“Why can’t I sleep in this room?” I complain to the dark, but there is no answer.

Sighing, I climb out of bed, gather the comforter around me, then reach for Rose’s phone on the nightstand and slump down in a far corner of the room.

I spend the next hour looking through the phone in case there’s something I missed. As expected, her Notes app is full of dozens of lists.

Some shopping lists:

Goat cheese, 1% yogurt, blueberries, detergent.

The others are to-dos:

Pick up Dad’s dry cleaning, work at 1, return library books.

Because I’m curious, and because I can’t quite comprehend the fact that Levi and Rose haven’t communicated in six whole years, I look for a text thread between them. There isn’t one. Rose has Levi’s number saved in her contacts, but she apparently hasn’t so much as texted him on this phone.

What could have happened to break them so thoroughly?

What happened to break us?

I suddenly feel so overwhelmed with guilt about the way things must have been for Levi in those weeks after I left. How lonely he must have felt, how hard it was losing three friends all at once and thinking it was because something was wrong with him.

Right before I head back to bed, I flick the light switch on and off. On and off. On and off. Three times for I’m sorry.

And then I set Rose’s phone back on her nightstand and climb into bed.

My mind is getting slightly blurry, rounded near the edges the way it does pre-sleep, when a loud rap on the window startles me into a sitting position. I gasp as my window slides open and a disheveled Levi throws himself in through the rectangular space.

I can only watch as his long body fumbles through the window. For how cool and solid and strong Levi has become, his entrance is shockingly ungraceful, knees hitting the window frame, head knocking into the wall, and curse words leaving his mouth at an alarming rate. He is wearing a pair of light gray sweatpants, a dark blue T-shirt that rises when he pushes his hand through his hair, and no shoes.

I pull the comforter tighter around me to hide my thin tank top and wait until his flurry of motion is over.

His eyes are lethal when they land on me. “Oh, good,” he says in a voice that is all agitation. “You’re in bed. You’re perfectly fine. You’re asleep.”

“I’m not asleep,” I say, as I watch him tug on his hair and pace the floor of Rose’s room, muttering to himself. He looks eight years younger, like the human sparkler of a ten-year-old he used to be. Except he does not look happy. At all.

“I can’t sleep in this room. Or in this house. It’s a whole thing,” I say.

“Can you explain to me,” Levi says, both hands flexing and unflexing in that strange way I noticed yesterday, “why the hell you sent a drop everything and come right over message at three in the morning?”

He really looks at me for the first time since he entered Rose’s room, his eyes accusing.

I blink at him. “A what message?”

For one second, I’m afraid I texted him from Rose’s phone when I was looking through it, except I’m pretty sure I didn’t.

“Three flashes. It means I need help.”

“No,” I say slowly. “It means I’m sorry.”

“That’s not what it means,” he argues, still bending and straightening all the fingers hanging at his sides.

“Are you okay?” I ask, because he might look more familiar to me than he has since childhood, but he does not look good. New Levi does not look calm.

He shakes his head as if clearing his mind, shaking cobwebs out of his brain, and blinks at me. “Why are you sending any messages in the middle of the night?”

“I couldn’t sleep,” I repeat, before adding, “And I felt bad. About everything with us, with Rose.”

He leans his head against the wall and breathes heavily. “Jesus Christ.”

A second later, he pushes away from the wall, climbs out the window, and doesn’t even bother to close it before he descends down the ladder.

“What. The. Hell,” I say, trying to comprehend what just happened. I get up, close the window myself, and then climb back into bed, only for the glass to slide open again a few minutes later.

Levi reenters, still looking electrocuted, but this time he’s holding Rose’s laptop.

“Leaves, are you . . . ?” I start, but he doesn’t let me finish.

“No, Turner, I’m not fucking fine,” he says, dropping the laptop on the bed. “I’m disassembling a Commodore Amiga 1000, because I promised Tai I’d show him the inside of a computer.”

“Tai?” I frown.

“Across the street? He lives in a Superman costume.”

“Oh, Tai,” I say. The kid who catapulted himself at Levi yesterday.

“And I look up and all of a sudden, I see three flashes,” Levi continues, still agitated. “I thought something was wrong.”

My eyes widen, my lips twitching, as I try not to smile. “So you came?”

“I thought you were being attacked,” he says bitterly.

I’m so touched that I’m not sure what to say.

Also, he was doing that Levi thing I know so well: taking apart a thing and rebuilding it.

Maybe the Leaves I knew hasn’t been replaced by a completely new model. Maybe underneath he is still messy, still my friend.

“I’m fine,” I say, lips twitching. “Thank you for checking on me.”

Levi mutters something unintelligible as he presses a thumb to the front of his right shoulder.

“The password’s off her laptop,” he says after a bit. “I took a quick look through in case I could find anything that would help, but I didn’t, so.”

My disappointment at yet another dead end is palpable, but then I remind myself about the farm party with Rose’s texter tomorrow night and feel a little more hopeful.

I don’t want Levi to go just yet — I wish we could sit for hours and just catch up — so I try another subject.

“You’re very still these days,” I remark, tactful as always. “Most of the time, I mean. You’re not the Energizer Bunny anymore.”

It’s like reminding him how serene he’s become since I last saw him calms him. The franticness of the last few minutes is completely gone, and he grimaces. “The Energizer Bunny. Nice.”

“It was —”

“Rose’s nickname,” he interrupts. “I know.”

“It was harmless,” I say, even though I’m sure he knows that. Rose obviously didn’t mean anything bad by it.

“Of course,” Levi says, in a way that makes me think it wasn’t harmless at all. I don’t have time to examine this or ask him questions, because he says, “I’m going to go. I just wanted to check that you were all right and you clearly are so . . .”

“What changed?” I ask, my voice small. I’m asking about the space between him and Rose, the space between the three of us, but Levi must think I’m still on the Energizer Bunny thing because he says, “Behavioral therapy. I learned some strategies to be more . . . contained.”

“The hand-flexing,” I say instinctively.

His eyes jerk to mine, like he’s surprised I noticed.

Then he heads to the door. “I think going down that ladder one more time is pushing my luck. I’ll go out the front. Try not to make any noise. Your dad’s home, right?”

“Right,” I say, leaning back against Rose’s pillow.

Levi stops while gripping the door handle. “Oh, there was one thing,” he says. “On her laptop. The word ‘fern-way’ kept coming up. Something like that. I thought it was a person maybe? Or just a really bad misspelling of Fenway Park?”

I bolt upright. “Fernweh?”

In a second, I go from pensive to overjoyed as I grab her laptop from the foot of the bed. “Leaves! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I’m telling you now,” Levi says, uncertainly. He watches as I power on the computer and immediately start typing.

“What does it mean?” he asks.

“It’s a German word for wanderlust. It’s, like, being homesick for a place you haven’t been. Rose found it in one of her biographies and she loved it,” I say. “That’s how she came up with the travel list. If we both had fernweh for exactly the same places, then it was kind of like being in the same place, you know? It was another way to be together.”

“It’s a space we make with all our wants,” she said when she told me the idea over the phone.

“Okay,” Levi says now, but he still looks confused. “So you’re . . . ?”

“Going to look through her computer and see if I can find any leads.”

Levi hesitates, pushes his hand through his hair, then says, “Good luck.”

I don’t get a chance to thank him before he slips out the door, gently nudging it closed behind him. I’m typing furiously on Rose’s computer, scouring it, and Levi is so quiet leaving that the only distinct sound I hear is the click of the front door shutting. Old Levi could never have gotten down our creaky stairs without some sort of commotion.

For hours and hours, I search.

Levi was right. There are a million things saved on her laptop under the name fernweh. There are old documents (fernweh1, fernweh2, fernwehmaybe, fernweheverywhere) between two and five years old that are itineraries of potential trips. What to see in Cairo. How much accommodation is in Kuala Lumpur. What to wear in Dubai.

There are mood boards and folders with pictures — chock-full of, essentially, travel porn.

Seeing the sheer amount of research she’s done warms my heart. It makes me grin even though I’m tearing up.

Sometimes when Rose and I talked about traveling the world, it felt like a pipe dream. One of those things you swear you’re going to do but never get around to, like keeping a journal or taking up piano. Even if our trip was going to happen, it felt impossibly far away because it would have to be after I finished high school.

But here is concrete proof that Rose had been gathering information, making plans we could use, plans that mean it was actually going to happen.

I painstakingly go through every single document and folder, trying to see if anything might tell me where she is. Rose must have pored over her research for days or possibly weeks altogether, and so even as my eyes water from tiredness, I force myself to keep reading every note, every bullet point, everything.

I don’t find anything.

As sweet as it is that Rose put all this work into our trip, her itineraries and cultural facts and mood boards tell me nothing tangible.

So I search the web, despite knowing how my sister feels about social media. Maybe she used fernweh online, too, for a Twitter or YouTube or Instagram account.

As the middle of the night bleeds into early morning then midmorning, I discover that the concept of fernweh isn’t actually that unique. The dozens of accounts I find belong to people who can’t be Rose. Too white, too German, too male.

Disappointed and too exhausted to keep going, I ease back against my pillow.

Strangely, when I try to sleep, Rose and fernweh are not the only things that occupy my mind.

I think about Leaves and all the things about him that used to make me feel safe. The way when he was telling us about a discovery he’d made on a new machine or computer game, he’d ask for my opinion first, even when he knew Rose’s would be better. The way he sometimes lost on purpose in Dungeon World 3, because even though he was clearly the best of all of us, he felt weird winning the entire time. Nobody else noticed these things, but I did because Levi and I had an implicit pact. If Rose was the bar, the standard we strived for, Levi and I leveled the playing field for each other so neither of us had to go up against her.

I think of what he said tonight about getting therapy to be more “contained,” and it makes me sad. Old Levi was one of the best people I’ve ever known. All whirlwind and all amazing.

I can’t help feeling encouraged that he came over tonight when he thought I needed help. Maybe our friendship can be salvaged. Maybe Leaves is still somewhere deep inside.

I text him from my phone, the first text between us in years.

Thanks for checking on me.

Also, three flashes is def “I’m sorry.”

He doesn’t write back.





Chapter Eleven




I finally call Asia back the next day, multitasking by scouring the Internet again for fernweh. We talk for an hour, gossiping about C-squared and San Francisco and the internship Asia applied for at a news station.

“Oh, Rose is fine,” I say when she asks. The whole conversation is an exercise in guilt because my best friend still doesn’t know the real reason I’m in Riverwood.

It’s not as if I’m purposely lying to Asia. When Rose first left, I was so sure that my sister would turn up the next day or the day after that, like she always has in the past. And now it has all kind of snowballed, and I don’t know how to tell Asia.

I don’t find any Rose clues online and, after Asia and I hang up, I pull on some leggings and head outside. I cross the lawn to the front of the Forrester house because Levi climbing into my room last night felt like progress. Like he actually still cares, and now I’m kind of hopeful.

A very heavily pregnant Robin Forrester opens the door for me, her ’fro like a halo around her head.

“Emmy? Emmy Turner?” Levi’s mother exclaims with her signature dramatic flair. “As I live and breathe! I wasn’t sure you still visited these parts.”

“Yeah, I know,” I say, letting her pull me into a tight hug. Or as tight a hug as we can manage with something the size of a basketball between us.

“How are you, sweetie?” she asks, her hand immediately going to her lower back.

“I’m good,” I say, trying not to gawk at her protruding belly.

I always knew Robin was a young mom, the kind of mom who let us eat popcorn for dinner and didn’t have rules against us climbing furniture or wearing shoes indoors. I just didn’t think she was this young.

Levi is almost nineteen. This baby is going to be nearly two decades younger.

“Robin, let Levi get the door!” a man’s booming voice calls down the stairs.

Suddenly I remember the bald, goateed Black man in the shiny red car that I saw backing out the driveway a couple of days ago. The guy I heard arguing with Levi.

“I already got it!” Robin snaps back, yelling so loud I’m slightly afraid she’ll work herself up and go right into labor.

“Let’s sit and catch up,” she says, taking my arm and leading me into the living room. “I’m very slow. The boys just roll me around from place to place these days.”

I seize my opportunity to find out more details. “The boys?”

“Levi and Peter,” she says, as the man comes down the stairs, an earpiece in his ear and a cell phone in his hand. He guides Robin to the living room couch and helps her sit down.

“I’m fine,” she insists, shooing him away, even as she uses his arm to lower herself onto the couch. “I’m pregnant, not an invalid.”

“Let Levi answer the door next time,” Peter says, voice a mixture of stern and loving. “He’s here for a reason.”

Robin rolls her eyes, but I can tell she’s enjoying being doted on. “Emmy, have you met My Knight In Shining Armor? This is my husband, Peter Wall.”

Peter turns and appraises me for the first time. He gives me a nod.

“Hi, I’m Emmy,” I say, holding out a hand.

“Emmy is John’s daughter. Next door?” Robin explains, as Peter gives me a firm, brief handshake like we’re potential business acquaintances or something.

“You’re the one who’s always smoking in the yard?” His expression isn’t unfriendly exactly, but it’s definitely not friendly.

“Um, no,” I say, quickly, face flushing and heart sinking.

So much for those not being Rose’s cigarettes.

“That’s Emmy’s sister. Rose, remember?” Robin says. “They’re very different, but they look so much alike.”

I’m used to being described as different from Rose. She’s always been more outgoing, more daring, the kind of person you notice entering and leaving a room. And as proud as it made me feel to know her better than anyone else did, it also sometimes used to feel like she would always eclipse me. If she had been the one who left town, she’d be revered and remembered, spoken of like a legend. When I left, I was the equivalent of a stain being rinsed out of someone’s shirt: easily forgotten, hardly leaving a mark.

“Ah,” Peter says. “My mistake.”

He turns his attention back on Robin. “Do you need that pillow for your back?”

“Peter, there’s like three pillows on this couch!” Robin protests.

“But the one you like to lean on. I can get it from upstairs or . . . hold on.” He stares at his phone and then starts speaking to an invisible person through his earpiece. “Wall here. How did the briefing go?”

“I’m actually here to see Levi,” I say, taking the opportunity to redirect the conversation. “If he’s home.”

I feel the slightest hint of apprehension because it’s been less than twelve hours since Levi was climbing into my room, since he was leaning against my wall and looking perturbed by my lack of emergency. He still hasn’t responded to the texts I sent after.

“Oh!” Robin looks surprised. “He knows you’re in town and he didn’t tell me?”

“I guess?” I say, half-heartedly, not wanting to get Levi in trouble.

“Well, that’s not very nice,” Robin says, as Peter wanders into the kitchen, talking in quiet tones.

“LEVI!” Robin bellows. “ELDEST?”

I smile as I hear footsteps, Levi coming down the stairs. Robin is a high school drama teacher. I never had her, since I didn’t go to high school here, but I imagine it was a trip for Levi having his Shakespeare-loving, colorphilic mother trouncing around the same school as him.

“You called?” Levi says, half smiling as he appears. He looks the most relaxed I’ve seen him since I’ve been home. He’s wearing the same sweatpants as last night, this time with a hoodie, and his eyes widen in slight surprise as he sees me.

“Aren’t you boiling in that?” Robin asks, looking him up and down. I allow myself the chance to cast another long glance from Levi’s face all the way to his socked feet, under the guise of seeing what his mother is referring to. What I see is a very trim, very finely built eighteen-year-old boy.

Obviously, I saw some of Levi’s evolution from geeky to hot on social media, but nothing prepared me for the full effect of having him right in front of me.

“Well, when some people insist on keeping it at subarctic temperatures,” Levi says, eyes jumping in the direction of the kitchen as he walks over to his mom and helps her reposition a pillow behind her back. The comment is clearly directed at Peter.

“Poor baby,” Robin teases, adjusting to the new pillow configuration. “I only hope Secondborn has your admirable courage and fortitude of mind.”

Levi sighs loudly, eyes moving over to me again.

When his gaze skims over my left wrist, I realize I’m tugging at one of my bracelets and quickly let it go. Levi, noticing everything about everything once again.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hey,” he says. He doesn’t sound like he wants to run me over in his pickup, which I take as further proof we’ve made progress over the last forty-eight hours.

“Emmy’s here to see you,” Robin says, a slight lilt in her voice.

“I just wanted to talk to you,” I say quickly, and then kick myself because, duh, what else would we do. Other than talk, I mean.

Levi stares at me for a second.

“Upstairs,” he says.

Right at that moment, Peter reenters the living room. I feel him watching as I follow Levi up the stairs, and then we hear him yell, “Keep the door open!”

Levi leads me to his room, the same one I remember at the end of the hall on the top floor, but it’s not the room I remember. For one thing, there are dozens more swimming trophies lining a shelf near the door. His bed is unmade, with plain gray sheets rather than the Transformers sheets I remember. There are two monitors on his desk. There are no posters of Michael Phelps on his walls anymore, but there are posters with quotes like: THE ONLY WAY OUT IS THROUGH DOORS AND WINDOWS. And WHEN LIFE GIVES YOU LEMONS, YOU’RE PROBABLY HIGH. And NOTHING IS FOREVER EXCEPT THAT THING YOU HATE.

“These are kind of awesome,” I say, pointing to the poster that says I THINK THEREFORE I AM . . . A DOUCHE.

Levi makes a sound of acknowledgment. “Friend makes them.”

I jump when I hear him push his door closed. His gaze flits over to me, and I know he’s done it very deliberately to piss off Peter. I glance away quickly, my cheeks burning as I try not to imagine what his mom and stepdad will think when they discover we’re closed in here.

Levi sits in the computer chair, while I stay standing.

“Good of you to come instead of summoning me,” he deadpans. The words are sarcastic, but they’re said with just the slightest bit of warmth.

I smile, still taking in the entirety of his room, the ways it’s different, the ways it’s not. The parts of a computer are in one corner of the room, scattered, like a carcass that wild animals have torn limb from limb.

“I did not summon you. I merely turned off my light three times. Which means I’m sorry.”

He snorts.

“Did you find anything with that word?” he asks. I am still temporarily disoriented by the tidy room, the computer stuff, the swimming trophies, the general mishmash of New Levi and Leaves.

“Fernweh?” I say, then sigh. “No, nothing. I just wondered if you’re doing anything tonight.”

Levi looks at me like a second nose is growing off my first one.

“Not like a date or anything,” I rush to add. “Like as friends.”

He is still looking like I’ve just admitted to being a mermaid or some other mythical creature.

“There’s this party. Rose was invited? Like, over text? And I’m going to go there in case anyone knows where she is.”

“You’re crashing a party?”

“No, I’m not crashing a party!” I say, indignant. “I’m going to see what people know.”

“You’re asking me to a party,” Levi says now, as if it’s the most absurd thing that has ever happened.

“I mean, we’re friends. Friends go to parties together.”

“Since when are we friends?” he asks.

“Since you and your mom moved in next door thirteen years ago,” I say.

He leans forward, elbows resting on his knees. “I told you already. Six years of hardly any contact isn’t friends.”

“Okay, but we reestablished the friendship yesterday.” It’s desperate, but it’s the best I have.

One of Levi’s eyebrows goes up, but his eyes are dancing. “I believe what I said was we’ll see.”

“I don’t know anyone else in this town,” I say, hoping some honesty will convince him. “And last night you . . .” Came to my rescue sounds a little dramatic, so I let the pause speak for itself.

Levi turns in his chair so he’s facing his computer. He clicks on something and a game comes up on his screen. “So I’m the last resort,” he says somewhat distractedly.

I put my hands on my hips. “Look, are you free or not?” I ask, tired of his friend-scorned act. Then trying to sweeten the offer, I add, “You could bring your girlfriend!”

The room is silent but for the sound of keyboard clicks.

Finally, Levi says, “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“But the girl . . .” My voice trails off and I’m so glad Levi has his back to me because ohhhhh. The girl in the kitchen was just a hookup. A one-night stand. No wonder she ducked out of sight as soon as the Tai kid showed up.

“Oh. Okay. Cool,” I say, trying to sound as open-minded as possible. Asia is always accusing me of being too buttoned-up. A prude. I reject every prude-like quality within myself.

“What time is the party?” Levi asks, still clicking away on his computer.

“Nine o’clock,” I say. “I know it’s kind of late.”

“We’re taking my truck,” he says, ignoring my apologetic tone.

“Fine by me,” I say quickly, relieved that he seems to have agreed. “Thanks, Leaves.”

“Levi,” he mutters.

“That’s what I said,” I say, grinning as I head out of his room.

By tonight, I could be this much closer to knowing where Rose went, knowing why she left town and why she was different before she did.

By tonight, I could have answers to all the questions I’m afraid to ask out loud.





Chapter Twelve




Some of my hope for a rekindled friendship dissipates when Levi honks from his driveway at exactly 8:55, watches me leap three times to enter his truck without offering to help, and then proceeds to drive us toward the edge of town in absolute silence.

I understand quickly that if we are going to engage in any type of conversation, I have to be the one to start it.

“So Robin is pregnant,” I say, the most natural non sequitur from total silence I can think of.

“Yep,” Levi says, staring straight ahead.

“Like, very, very pregnant.”

“Yep,” he says again. I squeeze my two bracelets and sigh inwardly.

I obviously jumped the gun in thinking we would just fall right back into an easy friendship. I also realize that Levi is doing me a favor coming to this party. But can he seem any less enthused about it?

“Is that weird for you?” I push. “You’re going to be so much older.”

“I am,” Levi says.

“I have this friend, Asia, who’s twelve years older than her twin brothers,” I offer. “They’re five, just a little older than your friend Tai probably.”

Like he can tell it’s the last contribution I have to give the conversation, Levi finally bites.

“How’s that for her?”

“Um, not too bad,” I lie, even though Asia and her siblings are like water and fire.

“They’re very close,” I continue, emboldened by the first lie.

“Hm,” Levi says.

I sigh outwardly as we continue driving in silence.

After a few more minutes have passed, Levi says, “We’re stopping to pick up Olga.”

“Olga?” I repeat, immediately knowing exactly who she is. The auburn-haired exotic beauty who was dancing around Levi’s kitchen on Sunday morning. His non-girlfriend.

“Yep,” Levi says.

We pull into her driveway and Olga runs out from her house, looking flawless and six feet tall. Trust that Levi climbs out of the car to greet her. He lifts her off the ground, making her squeal, and sits her on the hood of his truck.

I stare openly as Levi kisses Olga against the front bumper, his knee in between her legs. I’m pretty certain they’re both too preoccupied to notice a voyeur, so I watch the way one of Levi’s hands disappears into the back of her hair, the other hand around her waist.

My heart beats fast as I watch them, and I can’t say why.

I count each thunder-loud thud.

One. Two. Three. Four.

And then I notice something.

Eyes staring right at me. Levi’s eyes staring right at me, even as the kiss continues.

I quickly jerk my gaze away, but I glance back just in time to see him whisper something in her ear. Olga turns around to look into the car and laughs.

Great. Now they’re laughing at me.

As they come around into the car, I make myself laugh like I’m in on the joke.

They both give me weird looks as Olga enters through the passenger door.

“Hi,” Levi’s not-girlfriend says in a friendly voice.

“Hi, I’m Emmy,” I say back, voice unusually high-pitched.

“Olga,” she says, squishing in beside me in the truck that was clearly only made to comfortably take two. Suddenly, I’m tucked up against Levi, my head practically resting on his shoulder. To be fair, Olga’s hip is digging into my thigh as well.

The smell of Levi is at once so concentrated that all I can do is inhale the scent of Irish Spring soap and chlorine, of him.

As I breathe in, I imagine the blood being carried to my heart by my veins, and from my heart to my pulmonary artery to the capillaries in my lungs, then back to my heart via my pulmonary vein.

Inhale-inhale-inhale.

Olga holds her arm out the window and makes waves, because she’s bohemian and cute like that, lost in the music of nature and not in the circulatory/respiratory system.

“Oh! Lee, how’s your shoulder?” Olga shouts over the wind, as if suddenly remembering something.

Levi’s left hand instinctively goes to a spot on his right shoulder. “Fine,” he says without inflection.

“What happened to it?” I ask, turning to him. He drops his hand but doesn’t respond.

“He had surgery on it. Last year, right?” Olga says easily, like she’s used to talking about his injury, so he doesn’t have to. “It’s his rotator cuff. The super something-or-other muscle.” She reaches across me now to massage his shoulder, and the move is so intimate that I feel warm and childlike sitting in between them. Levi gives her a half smile, but his discomfort with the topic of conversation is clear.

“Is it the supraspinatus?” I offer, because I can’t be helped.

Olga and I both look to Levi for verification.

He shoots me a “Why the heck do you know that?” glance, but all he says before turning to face the road again is “yep.”

I want to know how he hurt his shoulder and how he can swim injured, but I read the room and stay silent.

It takes another five minutes before we pull up at a dark strip of land right at the edge of Riverwood. As Levi follows a dirt road until we come to a whole row of cars, we see a group of people congregating a few yards away around a fire pit and I get this crazy thought: What if Rose is here? What if she knew about this party and somehow came?

The group all turns to look at us as we drive in, and my heart stops.

Not only is Rose not here, but everyone is peering at the three of us like we just dropped from another planet. Loud music plays from someone’s car, and I can see several cans and bottles on the ground near the fire.

“This your party?” Levi says in a low voice. He’s not really asking, and I sense that he is just as uneasy as I feel. At this point, I’m considering telling him to turn around and take us home.

“Oh my God, is that a doggy?” Olga cries, hopping out of the car.

Levi and I exchange a glance, and then he undoes his seat belt and climbs out of his truck.

As I follow after them, I watch a German shepherd come bounding up to Olga. She bends to pet him, sticking her phone in the back pocket of her painted-on jeans.

“Hi, muffin,” she coos, as the dog investigates her. “Oh my God, you’re so sweet. Lee, I told you I love Germans.”

Levi says nothing, but he doesn’t leave my side as two guys break from the circle around the fire and walk toward us.

“Piper, that’s enough!” a skinny guy with a baseball cap says, and the dog immediately runs to his side, leaving Olga bereft. The loud music abruptly stops.

“Y’all looking for someone?” The stockier-built guy walks toward me and Levi, smoking a cigarette, while Baseball Cap pats the dog’s head and whispers something to her. The dog hurries back to the fire.

I step forward. “Actually, yes. I was wondering if any of you knows my sister? Rose Turner?”

The two guys exchange a look, and I swear some sort of message passes between their eyes.

“She’s not here,” Baseball Cap says.

I take another step forward, trying to show them that I’m not threatening in any way.

“I know,” I say. “It’s just that she left town almost three months ago, and I haven’t been able to reach her. And I was wondering if you knew . . .”

“Chris! Who’s this?” a girl with hair the color of snow says, coming to meet us. Olga has joined me and Levi now, and it feels like a face-off. Three against three. Somehow, despite Levi being built like a Greek god, I’m pretty sure I’m on the losing side.

“This is Rose’s sister,” Baseball Cap — Chris — says while looking right at me.

They do know her.

“You know Rose?” the blond girl says eagerly. “Is she coming tonight?”

Right then, the can she’s holding tumbles out of her hand, spilling beer on the feet of Stocky Guy, who shouts, “Dammit, Sloane!”

“Sorry, sorry,” she says, bending to retrieve the can.

“Goddamn butterfingers,” Stocky Guy says, flicking the girl’s hair fondly.

I should be relieved that this lead isn’t completely wrong, but all I feel is disappointed. They don’t seem to know where she is.

“No, she’s not coming,” I say, deciding to be upfront. I take a step forward, but somehow Levi remains at my elbow. He is statue-still by my side. “She left her phone at home. I was texting with one of you the other day to set up a meeting.”

A flash of annoyance passes over Chris’s face, and I instantly know he’s the one I was texting. He quickly schools his expression, giving me a friendly grin. “You catfishing me?”

“I just wanted to know if you knew where she’d gone,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

I wish he would take off his cap. I want to know if he’s blond, if he’s the guy Elodie saw Rose with.

“We haven’t seen her for months,” Stocky Guy says, then takes a drag, blowing smoke right in our faces.

“How did you know her?” Levi asks, speaking up for the first time.

It wasn’t my question, but I decide that if they tell the truth — if they admit what I suspect: that Chris was seeing Rose — then I’m going to trust them.

Stocky Guy breaks into a wide smile, putting an arm around Chris. “Some of us knew her biblically.”

Chris shrugs him off, but a smile is tugging at his lips.

“Not in front of her kid sister,” the girl scolds, and I’m kind of shocked by her attempt to shield me. The truth is that they all look a little bit rough, like the kind of people you might cross a dark street to avoid. I think this is what Elodie meant when she said Chris didn’t seem like Rose’s type. They’re gritty and street-smart, even more west side than normal west-siders.

To me, the girl says, “I’m Sloane. You’re welcome to hang out. If you’re with Rose, we know you’re cool.”

Chris is smiling, but there’s an edge to his voice when he says, “She’s not with Rose.”

“You know what I mean,” Sloane says.

Levi looks at me.

“Can we stay fifteen minutes?” I whisper to him.

His hand brushes mine as he opens and closes his palm, then he rubs that spot in his right shoulder, like he’s thinking.

Fifteen minutes later, I’m sitting in the circle beside the fire, Levi is on his phone a few feet away from me, and Olga is laughing with Stocky Guy near the trucks. I can’t stop staring at Chris because he is so . . . plain. I still can’t tell whether he’s blond, but he’s not objectively attractive, not the way Rose’s other boyfriends were. He has beady eyes that are a little too close together, a large nose, and a ring on his bottom lip. He wears a white undershirt, a coin on a leather chain around his neck, and his entire left arm is a sleeve of tattoos.

Why him? I ask Rose. He’s like a parody of Boy from the Wrong Side of the Tracks.

He is unconventional, sure, but not remotely interesting.

At least, not until he retrieves a guitar from the back of someone’s car and starts strumming, tuning it. Even having zero musical knowledge, I can tell that he’s good.

“Is he going to sing?” someone fake-whispers.

“Oh my God, maybe he’ll sing!” someone else echoes. “We’ll pay you a million dollars if you sing, Chris!”

Chris flashes a crooked smile and waves a middle finger at his hecklers before ducking his head and going back to his guitar.

“He never sings for anyone,” Sloane informs me. She has turned out to be the chattiest and, therefore, the most helpful of the group. “Except Rose, of course. She put it in his head that he could be something big, so he’s been setting up gigs outside of town recently. I think he played some show in Michigan yesterday. And it’s like, dude, how are you going to be a singer if you won’t even sing in front of your own friends?”

“She told him that?” I whisper, voice shaky. “That he would be big?”

Sloane nods. “Oh, yeah. All the time.”

I swallow and go back to watching Chris. Now I want nothing more than to hear him sing. If Rose was good at anything, it was recognizing something special.

“I met Rose first,” Sloane says, almost with an air of pride, drawing my attention back to her. She inhales deeply from a joint. “I mean, I kind of knew of her, since she was a couple of years behind me in school.”

“You went to Westwood High?”

“Heck yes. Bob-fucking-cats for life,” she says, dryly.

I play with the straw of the Capri Sun drink I was handed by someone when I declined a beer. I’m pretty sure it was a joke, like ha-ha, what a square, but I took it to be a good sport.

“Anyway,” Sloane continues, “Rose and I didn’t know each other or anything, but then we met at a party last summer. She was feeling bummed because everyone was going away to school except her.”

I nod. I’ve inferred that part, at least — that Rose was disappointed about not getting to go to college in California like we’d always planned, even though she never said as much to me.

“She wasn’t going traveling like those snooty rich east-siders. Not even taking community college courses.”

I open my mouth to contradict that, to say that not only has Rose been planning an around-the-world trip with me for years, but that she was in school. But then I remember how Rose didn’t tell Sabrinalove, either, that she was taking classes. Maybe she didn’t want people to know. Maybe she was embarrassed about being in community college instead of a four-year college.

My chest stings with sadness for my sister. She must have felt so lost, so untethered, kind of the way I’ve felt these last few days without her. I fiddle with our bracelets.

“It sucks when you feel like your life is going nowhere,” Sloane says. “And I told her, don’t worry, there’s a whole group of us. We’re the fucking Leftovers.”

“Leftovers?” I repeat. I dig the straw into the Capri Sun pouch and take a sip.

Sloane snorts. “I can’t believe you’re actually drinking that. Rose clearly got all the alkie genes in the family.”

I blink at her. “What?”

“She can drink everyone under the table,” Sloane says. It’s another apparent fact about my sister that I can’t reconcile with the person I knew. Rose didn’t never drink like me, but she rarely drinks. At least, she rarely did.

“When you have to be high or drunk to have a good time, your life is just sad,” she used to say.

I shoot a peek to the left and see that Levi is already looking over here. I quickly glance away. I hope he’s not ready to go because I feel like I’m just getting what I came for.

“Anyway, Rose met the gang and she became one of us. A group of no-good very-bad menaces to society. We’re the kids too dumb to get into college.”

I open my mouth to dispute this, but a guy nearby must have overheard because he chimes in, “Too weird for ed.”

“Too bonkers for lockers,” someone else jumps in, and soon they are trading self-deprecating jokes about not going to college. It makes me uncomfortable because my mom didn’t finish college. I love school, but I know it’s not for everyone. Do these people really believe they’re dumber because they didn’t go the four-year college route? Did Rose believe that?

God, I hope not.

“Can I ask you something?” I say, looking across the fire to where Chris is petting Piper the dog, his guitar leaning against his lap like a girl would. He lifts his cap from his head for just a second and I confirm it.

He’s blond.

“What was the deal with Rose and Chris?” I ask Sloane.

Sloane looks at the ground before she speaks. “Before Rose left, they were obsessed with each other. Like, just constantly together. He was devastated when she left. He still is.”

“And he doesn’t know where she is?” I ask.

Sloane looks surprised. “No,” she says. “If he did, at least he could move on easier, you know?”

She gets up then, nearly tripping over Piper the dog as she throws a stick in the fire, but Sloane brushes it off like it’s completely normal. She doesn’t even seem that wasted. I think she’s just clumsy.

Later, when I get to talk to Chris himself, he seems annoyed by my questions.

“You think if I knew where she was I’d be here?” he asks as if here, this exact spot, is the worst spot on the surface of the earth.

“When did you see her last?” I ask.

He plays with the coin on his neck. Up close, I can see that it’s of some Medusa-type woman with snakes for hair. “She ended it the day before she left. Asked me to meet her for lunch and then broke up with me.”

“You’ve texted her every day since she’s been gone,” I point out.

“Because I love her.” He says it plainly, like it’s not a secret, and it knocks the wind right out of me.

A man loves Rose.

A boy loving Rose is not a surprise, but this person with his undershirt and low-hanging jeans is not a boy. Something about that is terrifying. Because what if she loved him back? I don’t even know what Rose is like in love.

Before we leave an hour later, Sloane and I exchange numbers.

“If you hear from Rose, will you tell me?” I ask.

“Sure,” she says, a little dubious, “but you’re one hundred percent more likely to hear from her than I am.”

I want to ask what she means, but Levi and Olga are already climbing back into his truck.

So I simply wave at Sloane. “It was nice to meet you,” I say. I shoot a look over my shoulder at Chris playing with his dog.

Sloane grins at me. “You, too, Capri Sun.”





Chapter Thirteen




On the way back home, I am despondent. Miserable. Sad.

My head is so heavy that my neck can’t seem to support it. I lean my entire weight back against the seat because I am so, so exhausted.

I am tired of missing Rose. I am tired of not understanding her. I’m tired of being told who she was and who she wasn’t.

Both Levi and Olga seem to notice, because Olga, who is in the middle this time, keeps complimenting my box braids and my shirt and my shoes. When we drop Olga off at home, Levi hops out of the truck to walk her to her door. I watch them hug, two beautiful shadows on the porch of a brown brick house. A lingering hug with their bodies pressed together.

When Levi gets back into the car, he looks over at me.

“You okay?”

“I thought you said she wasn’t your girlfriend,” I hear myself saying.

Levi’s eyebrow skirts up. He evidently wasn’t expecting this line of conversation.

“She’s not,” he says.

“So you just act like a couple and talk like a couple and hug like a couple,” I say.

“How does a couple hug?” Levi asks. “I thought a hug was just a hug.”

“A hug is never just a hug.”

Number 7: Hugs are the best gift. Give them to people who deserve them.

“She literally spent the night flirting with that Chuck Norris guy,” Levi says, and it’s true — Olga did spend most of the night with Stocky Guy, but Levi’s voice doesn’t carry even a hint of envy.

“We’re not a couple. It’s . . . complicated,” he says at last.

Complicated.

I wonder whether that’s what Rose would have called her relationship with Chris. A relationship she never told me about. With a person who doesn’t know where she is.

What the hell am I supposed to do now? I ask Rose in the only place I can reach her. In my head.

And then because it’s not enough, because asking Rose doesn’t give me answers, I turn to Levi. “Why do you think she and Elodie stopped speaking to you?”

Levi stretches and bends his hand over the steering wheel, staring at the road before he speaks.

“Rose doesn’t like to share.”

“Share what?” I ask, mystified.

Levi looks over at me as I tuck a braid behind my ear. “Anything,” he says quietly.

“Plus,” he says, speaking a little louder, “I became a problem. Dissenters get exiled.”

I shake my head, immediately rejecting his words. “You think she dumped you because you didn’t agree with everything she said?”

He turns back to the road, and his silence says it all.

“She stopped being friends with Elodie last year,” I point out. “And Elodie would never argue with her, so that can’t be why.”

Levi shrugs. “You’re right, Turner. I don’t know what I’m saying.”

I rest my head against the car seat, wondering if there’s something wrong with my suboccipital muscles, if there’s a reason my head feels a thousand pounds heavy.

We are silent for the next little while, and then Levi speaks again.

Evidently, what I needed to inspire conversation in my former best friend all along was to be deathly quiet and really, really sad.

“I didn’t have the best reaction to finding out Mom was pregnant,” Levi says, out of nowhere. Except it’s not out of nowhere. He’s continuing the talk he wouldn’t have with me on our way to the party. It’s like standing beside me tonight, vulnerable and insecure while facing those strangers, softened something inside him toward me. Like it reminded him what it used to feel like when we were on the same team.

“It’s just weird, you know,” he continues. “She’s my mother. And now she’s married to some asshole who thinks he can buy or bully his way into everyone’s good graces.”

“So you hate Peter.” When Levi doesn’t answer, I lift my lolling head from the headrest to look at him.

Levi sighs. “I don’t . . . it’s not that . . .” he begins, and I remember when he wouldn’t admit to being mad, to disliking me, on Sunday.

“You really have trouble saying when you hate people, don’t you?”

He doesn’t take his eyes off the road. “Peter’s fine. He’s good to my mom. He makes her happy.”

“But?” I implore. Talking about anything other than Rose feels like a relief right now.

“She’s dated a lot of assholes, and I don’t think he’d hurt her, but I have to know.”

“Know how?” I ask, confused.

“By pushing his buttons, seeing how he gets when he’s mad. I’m leaving for college in September, and I don’t want to leave her with someone who’d hurt her.” His voice cracks a little and he rubs his jaw.

I’m awed but not surprised by it — this need Levi has to protect his mother. It’s a total Leaves trait. And I’m so incredibly happy that we’re having a real, honest conversation.

“So, wait, you make him angry on purpose?” I ask.

Levi smiles a little. “So far he’s impenetrable. The douchebag never turns off. It’s infuriating; he’s never not Peter Wall, number forty-four on Forbes’ “50 under 50” entrepreneurs list and CEO of X-Trim Fitness.”

“Peter owns X-Trim Fitness?” I gasp. It’s a super popular chain of gyms. I’m pretty sure Mom belongs to one back home.

Levi sighs heavily.

“Sorry,” I say. “I just . . . didn’t know that.”

“As for Olga, we’re friends,” Levi says, like he feels he has to explain.

“Do all your friends sleep over and wear your shirt?”

He shifts in his seat, uncomfortable, and I’m pretty sure underneath his brown skin, Levi is blushing.

“We’re friends who . . . we also . . .”

“You fuck,” I say, all inhibition strangely lost.

“Turner,” Levi says in mock horror, but he’s smiling wide.

“So you’re friends with benefits,” I plow on.

Levi presses a thumb into the front of his shoulder. I want to ask him about his injury, but I don’t want him to close off again. Besides, he doesn’t look like he’s in pain. I decide that if the hand-flexing is to “contain” himself, then the shoulder thing is something he does when he’s uncomfortable. “Sure,” he says now.

“So why don’t you date, if you like her so much?”

“I don’t have time to date with swimming and school,” he says, his response automatic, like it’s completely out of the question.

“Rose says you got a scholarship to Stanford.”

“Rose knows a lot about my life for someone who won’t talk to me,” Levi says.

I’m scalded by his words because I played a part in hurting him, but I also don’t know how to feel about the things he’s implied tonight.

Dissenters get exiled and Rose doesn’t like to share.

Rose is not a shrinking violet and she doesn’t take shit, but she’s not some kind of tyrant. I can’t understand how that’s the image of my sister that got stuck in our former best friend’s mind.

“I’m not a one-night-stand kind of guy,” Levi says after a beat, like he’s purposely changing the subject. Or maybe he’s answering a question I didn’t ask. “So with Olga it feels like, I don’t know, a decent compromise.”

He looks over at me, as if to see if I’m judging him.

I’m not.

But suddenly the candor of the conversation we’re having slams me, and I sit up straighter. How on earth did we go from not speaking at all to talking about Levi’s sex life?

The next few seconds pass in silence and then Levi stretches his arm over my headrest, before pressing that spot in his shoulder again. “What about you? Leave a hot boyfriend back in California?”

A flash of me kissing Marcus Goode pops into my mind and I cringe.

“No,” I say. “No boyfriend.”

A flicker of surprise crosses Levi’s face, but then he swivels back to face the road. I try not to stare at his profile as he drives, but he is beautiful under the moonlight. His jaw is strong, his eyes sparkle, and his lips look as soft as pillows. I bet he’s the kind of kisser who would make you forget your own name.

We’ve arrived at our street now, and Levi pulls into his driveway.

I’m hypnotized as he suddenly reaches across me, his face inches from mine, his breath warm. He’s staring at my mouth, at my lips. I lean forward toward him, eyes fluttering closed, heart beating fast, until I hear a click. He’s just unlocking my door.

I jump back, dazed, and open my eyes.

He clears his throat.

“So, wasted night?” he asks. It takes a second to understand that he’s referring to Rose and what I found out tonight. I’m still imagining what his lips might taste like.

Focus, Emmy.

I swallow and shrug.

“I don’t know what to do anymore,” I say, voicing the thoughts that have been circling in my mind throughout this drive home. “I mean, Sloane said she’ll tell me if Rose contacts her, but Chris swears he doesn’t know where she is. My father thinks Rose is doing this all to spite him, and my mom thinks she’s doing it as some cry of liberation or something.”

“What do you think?” Levi asks, looking at me.

“I think she lied to me,” I say, the first time I’ve said those words out loud. “About so many things. Even little things. Even the juice.”

His eyebrow rises. “The juice?”

“The frigging juice, Levi. She likes the artificial crap.”

Levi smiles a little but is kind enough not to ask what I’m talking about. “So what do you want to do?” he asks.

“I’m going to keep looking. I have to,” I say.

“What if she’s . . .” He rubs his jaw. “What if she doesn’t want to be found?”

“How can she not want to be found?” I ask, incredulous, even though I wondered the very same thing on Sunday during my call with Mom. “I’m her sister. We told — tell — each other everything. Doesn’t she miss me?”

My voice is shaky on the last sentence, and I clear my throat to keep from crying. Technically, I can’t cry about missing Rose because I already did, weeks ago. I’m not allowed to cry again.

“Anyway, I should go inside,” I say. “Another exciting night of insomnia awaits.”

Levi looks uncertain. “Should you . . . I mean . . . are you . . .”

“Oh, I’m great,” I say, pushing the passenger door open and not looking him in the eye.

I feel his gaze as I climb out of his truck and cross our lawns.

It’s nearly midnight when I unlock the front door and step into Dad’s empty house. His night shift ends at seven a.m. tomorrow, so I’m going to be alone in this house for the first night ever.

I collapse on the leather couch in the living room, the one Rose and I watched TV on and fell asleep on and built forts on.

My phone is in my hand, and I dial the same number I do every single night.

It rings and rings and goes to that automated voice telling me her mailbox is full.

Her phone has been in my purse since the day Levi gave it back to me, so I pull it out and start playing all the voice mails I’ve left.

Rose, it’s me. You’ve been gone for over a month now and I miss you. I don’t understand why you would leave without saying anything to me.

I delete it.

It’s me again. Emmy. I know this is stupid and you’re not getting these, but I can’t stop calling. If I just keep calling, you have to pick up at least once, right?

Delete.

I got a ninety-three on my chem exam today. I’m doing really well in school. I know you’ll be happy to hear that.

Delete.

I keep going and going until I’ve heard every desperate word I’ve left for my sister over the last three months.

When I’m done, when the final message is gone and her mailbox is free again, I pick up my phone and call her. My heart beats faster as it rings, a Pavlovian response because I know she’s not going to answer.

And then it happens.

“Hi, you’ve reached Rose Turner. If you don’t love the Cavs, don’t bother leaving a message. Everybody else, you know what to do.”

Beep.

“It’s me,” I say.

“I’m so close to breaking number eight,” I tell her, my voice dull. “You can’t be gone three months and tell me not to cry twice over the same thing.”

I take a deep breath in.

“I miss you and I’m home and everyone thinks you’re different than you are,” I say. “It doesn’t make sense.”

Another breath in.

“Please come home and tell me I’m right. Please.”

A beep tells me the call is over but I keep staring at my phone for so long that when Levi’s text comes, I feel like I conjured it up.

Levi: For what it’s worth, Rose could always take care of herself.

His message is such a relief, like finding out another creature of your species exists in the world, that I grab on to it like a siren song.

I immediately write back.

Me: I just miss her.

I wait a couple of minutes before texting again.

Levi?

What didn’t Rose want to share?

Maybe it’s all the sleepless nights catching up, but Levi takes so long to respond that I fall asleep right there on the couch, only the moonlight slipping in through the blinds to keep me company.

In the middle of the night, I wake up and relocate to Rose’s room. As I’m shuffling up the stairs, I see his one-word response: You.





Chapter Fourteen




Early the next morning, I go for a run through our neighborhood, and endorphins are magic.

I picture it while I’m running. Neuron A resembles an octopus head, its tail like a dumpster truck pouring out happy-making chemicals that then travel to Neuron B.

I love the feeling of my muscles waking up, my heart pumping hard to make me move. I love that certainty, that feeling that I’m alive.

I’ve slowed to a walk when I hear a cheerful “Hello!” and turn to see Levi’s kid-friend climbing out of a minivan, his mother sipping a green smoothie and talking on her phone as she gets out, too.

“Hi!” I say back.

Tai walks halfway down the driveway to me, arm full of Legos. “You look like Rosie.”

My heart stops and I don’t know what to say.

Finally, I speak over the lump in my throat. “I’m her sister, Emmy,” I say, bending a little so we’re on the same level, even though there’s several feet between us. “And you’re Tai, right?”

“Yeah,” he says, pushing his glasses up his nose.

“Nice to meet you,” I say, gently, afraid to startle him. “How come you know Rose?”

“Well.” His brows furrow, his face serious. “One time, she teached me how to catch some ladybirds. Levi’s my best friend, though.”

I try to keep my voice even. “Yeah, he’s a pretty good best friend, isn’t he?”

Before he can answer, his mother calls from the door of his house. “Tai, honey!”

Tai turns and runs toward her without a backwards glance at me, and I straighten.

I walk past Dad’s car in our driveway and listen to the musical slapping of water on the other side of our fence. My mind is still whirring from Levi’s text yesterday. Could it have been true? I was what he and Rose were subtly warring over in the years before I left Riverwood? How did I miss that?

As I go inside the house, I pull out my phone to find a bunch of new texts.

Two from Mom, one from Asia, and one, weirdly, from Sloane.

Hey Capri Sun, we’re hanging out tonight. In?

They were nice last night, but Sloane and her friends are so not my crowd. Especially if they know nothing about where Rose is.

Maybe next time. Nice to meet you yesterday! I text back.

Dad is wandering the living room, looking underneath cushions and muttering to himself.

“Hey, Dad. How was your night shift?” I ask.

“Good,” he says. “How was your night?”

“Kind of lonely,” I say, honestly. Then realize how that sounds. He’s been home by himself all these months while Rose has been gone.

“What are you looking for?” I ask.

Dad is now down on his knees, checking under the couch.

“My tablet died and I can’t tell whether it’s dead dead or dead because I can’t find my charger.”

I laugh as I stoop down to help him look behind the couch and the mantel.

“What’s funny?” Dad asks. “I’m in mourning. I do everything on that thing.”

There’s nothing under or behind the furniture, so I meander into the kitchen to check if he’s left his cord there somewhere.

“I’m sorry for your loss, but haven’t you had that thing for a million years?” I yell back, teasing.

When Dad joins me in the kitchen, I say, “You got it the year me and Mom moved.”

“That’s impossible,” Dad says.

“You totally did. We gave it to you for your birthday.”

Dad frowns, thinking, then sighs. “Honestly, you could convince me that any number of things happened that year. For me, it felt like only one thing did.”

I know without him saying so that he means the civil war, our family splitting in two. But what grabs my attention is the significance he puts on that year. It’s true that my life six years ago was centered around the move. Mom and Rose’s would have been, too.

I’ve tried the word fernweh with lots of combinations. My name, Rose’s name, my birth year, Rose’s birth year, Mom’s, Dad’s. Her age — 19, my age — 17. But I haven’t tried it with 2016, the year I left. The year we most desperately wanted to stay connected, if only by the space of our wants.

I pull out my phone and google the term fernweh2016, and immediately a bunch of different social media accounts pop up. Pinterest. YouTube. TikTok. Instagram. Snapchat. Literally, every social media site.

As Dad keeps looking around the kitchen, I patiently sift through all of the accounts, closing out of every page that can’t be Rose’s.

And then I land on an Instagram page. It has 0 followers, is following 0 people.

But the profile picture is something I would recognize anywhere. It’s a picture of wings on a brown shoulder blade. My wings. Our wings.

I gasp.

“What’s wrong?” Dad asks, glancing up.

It’s Rose. It has to be.

There are only seven pictures, none of them with captions, and they are just as random as the ones I found on her phone. A wall of graffiti that says WEST SIDE 4 LYFE, a tower of playing cards, a random bench, a jukebox, a zoomed-in image of what looks like rubber, a yellow clock with the words “You Are My Sunshine,” then a pair of scuffed Converse on a footpath.

It is completely random. And extremely disheartening.

It would be just like Rose to make a social media account that goes against everything a social media account should be — weird, visually unstimulating, unpopular, communicating nothing — an anti–social media page.

“It’s ironic, Em,” she would say.

“Nothing,” I tell Dad now, trying to get a grip on my disappointment.

Evidently giving up his search, Dad turns on the kettle and pulls out a mug.

I feel guilty for the way I zoned out as soon as I connected what he said with Rose and fernweh. Dad hardly ever talks about the civil war, and it feels important that he almost just did.

I don’t know if it’s too late to have a real conversation, but I take the risk.

“Were you surprised?” I ask him, sticking my phone in my leggings pocket and focusing on him. “When Mom said she wanted a divorce?”

My father rubs his temples, silent for several minutes. “Honestly?” he says. “No. I knew she was unhappy. I was unhappy. But I’m a problem solver, and this felt like quitting.”

“How come you didn’t fight it, then? How come you let Mom move across the country?” I know Dad hears the words I don’t say. How come you let Mom move across the country with me? Without Rose. Without him.

Those brutal first months in San Francisco, I hated my parents. Actually hated them.

Being away from Riverwood felt like the worst thing in the world.

And then, gradually, something even more horrible happened: life without Dad and Rose became my new normal. It never stopped hurting, but since I didn’t have any choice in the matter and didn’t want to be miserable forever, I knew I had to find a way to keep living. Just like Rose was doing. That meant accepting it.

“Your mother really did need to move for her work,” Dad says. “But it wasn’t an option for me.” He clears his throat. “Change tends not to agree with me.”

But you could have tried, I want to say. You didn’t even argue.

Instead of a contentious separation or hostile custody battle, he chose a civil war. He let us be ripped apart. He let Mom take me.

“What about at least keeping me and Rose together?” I say now, my voice growing thick with emotion. Separating us is the worst thing they did to us, but I didn’t know I was still this angry about it after all this time. “Did you even try for that? Or did you just go with what Mom wanted?”

I’m expecting Dad to say something like he wanted to avoid conflict, to keep things amicable, or to repeat the crap about me and Rose and the proverbial “mother’s guidance” and “firm hand” we each needed, respectively.

But what he says shocks me.

“It wasn’t your mom’s decision or mine,” Dad says. As I stare at him in utter confusion, he sighs. “We agreed not to tell you this at the time, but Rose overheard us arguing about the divorce the day before Christmas. She was so upset, and she wanted to know what was going to happen.

“So we told her the truth: both of you were going to California with your mom.”

“But that’s not . . .” I begin.

“Rose refused to leave me,” he says, focusing so intently on making his drink that I know he hates reliving this. I watch him dip a tea bag into his mug. “You know how your sister gets when she thinks someone needs her protection. She won’t stop until she feels she’s done everything to help them. I told her I would be fine, but she didn’t want me to be alone. So she insisted on staying.”

“But I was there when you and Mom told us both. She cried. She argued.”

“If you noticed, she was pushing for you and your mother to stay in town, not for herself to go.”

I have to lean against the island to stay upright.

“Before the move, your mom and I both tried to impress upon her what that would mean — being away from Mom, being away from you. It would mean staying in Riverwood, which, let’s face it, has never been her favorite place,” Dad says, dousing the tea bag with steaming water from the kettle. “She wouldn’t budge.”

“She chose to stay?” I say, voice a whisper.

I am dumbfounded, devastated.

“She did,” Dad says, still not looking at me. “But she didn’t want you to know that she’d had a say. She didn’t think you would understand.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, raising my voice.

“Everyone acted like it was you and Mom’s decision to split us up, but it was Rose’s? All this time?” I’m incredulous.

“I really, really pushed, Em,” Dad says, finally meeting my eye. “Even until the day before you and your mother left. I wanted her to go to California. I knew she’d come to resent me if she stayed. And I was right.”

I’m too afraid to even ask it, given how much my world has just changed, but I can’t let his comment pass.

“What does that mean?”

Dad takes a deep breath in, sips from his mug. “Well, the last year,” he says, “living with Rose felt like living with a stranger. She was . . . difficult and hard to please. Everything got on her nerves. Everything frustrated her.”

“That doesn’t sound like Rose at all,” I say, despite the fact that all I am thinking is Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.

“Things really took a turn in September,” Dad says. “After she started at the community college.”

“Okay?” I say, not understanding what college has to do with Rose changing.

“It just frustrated me. How could she know in two days that taking college courses wasn’t right for her. She didn’t give it a real shot. Just came home that second night and told me she’d withdrawn.”

Don’t cry morphs into Do not freaking cry, Emmy.

I blink at him. “She withdrew?”

Dad looks taken aback. “You didn’t know?”

I stare hard at a spot on the island. “No,” I say finally. “I thought she was going part-time. Why did she do that?”

“She said she wasn’t smart like you. That she wasn’t made for school. After two days! We exchanged some heated words that night, and ever since then she kind of held me at an arm’s length. But to start disappearing whenever she liked, to take off now like she has . . . I didn’t see it coming,” Dad says, shaking his head.

“Thank you,” I say in a small voice. “For telling me the truth.”

“I don’t want you to be angry with her, because truly her staying is the most generous thing anybody has ever done for me,” Dad says, his voice breaking. “But at the same time, I don’t think the fact that she stayed once means she can leave over and over again without consequences.”

He sighs. “I’ve realized over the past few months that Rose likes to project an image of herself to distract from the truth and the fact that she has a lot of growing up to do. I’ve tried not to broach this with you, not just because I’m angry with her, but because I know you think the world of her, and I don’t want anything to change that bond.”

The idea that Dad’s reluctance to talk about Rose hasn’t been entirely out of anger throws me. I’ve been so sure that all he felt was betrayal. In reality, he was protecting me.

“But maybe it will help you to know that she isn’t perfect,” he says, scrubbing a hand over his tired face. “That she wasn’t always honest. That as wonderful as she can be, she can also be messy.”

My chest feels as heavy as a desert storm, and I’m struggling to breathe, but I don’t let Dad see.

I stare at the ground as he takes one more sip of tea then starts to head upstairs to sleep off his shift.

“Dad?” I say, before he disappears out of view. “I’m sorry she did all this.”

“I don’t want you to hate her, Em —” Dad begins, but I cut him off.

“I know, but she was wrong. To leave all those times without saying anything. To steal that money from you. To quit school without trying.”

Dad looks a little tearful, like just hearing me say these words validates something in him.

“Thanks, Emmy,” he says.

When I hear his door shut, I go upstairs to Rose’s room.





Chapter Fifteen




Something breaks inside me.

It’s not that she wasn’t in college. It’s not even that she chose to stay in Riverwood.

It’s that the lies started so, so many years ago. That my sister hasn’t been who I thought she was for a long time. Maybe, ever.

It undoes me.

I sit on the foot of her bed, bury my face in my hands, and break rule number 8.

I cry.

I feel so stupid, so deceived.

Even the most basic things I thought I knew about her were lies.

She smokes.

She drinks.

She loves crappy orange juice.

She chose to separate us.

I pull my phone from the pocket of my leggings and call her. As her phone rings on the desk, I stand up and turn it off so it goes to voice mail.

“Hi, you’ve reached Rose Turner. If you don’t love the Cavs, don’t bother leaving a message. Everybody else, you know what to do.”

Beep.

“You chose this.” I’m surprised by the depth of my voice, the gravel. “Riverwood over San Francisco. Dad over Mom. Dad over me.

“You could have just told me why you wanted to stay. Did you think I wouldn’t get it? That I’m so heartless I wouldn’t understand why Dad needed you?” I ask, as a tear slides down my face. “Or do you just get off on lying?

“Unless there was some reason you didn’t want to go with me and Mom. Maybe you didn’t love me like I thought you did.” The words are a kick to the gut, a self-inflicted wound. “Or maybe you’re a sociopath.”

I rant breathlessly, growing angrier every second, until the phone cuts off.

I call back.

“The stupid separation list,” I say. “Does it even mean anything to you? Was it a joke? I thought it was supposed to help me. I’ve lived this entire list, but why should I believe a word you say?

“I’m always defending you, Rose. Always.” I hiccup. “And you’ve made me out to be the biggest fool. The biggest idiot.”

I talk until my voice is hoarse, and even then it’s not enough.

It’s not enough because Rose is not here to talk back to me, to explain herself.

That voice inside me is still perking up in her defense.

Maybe she meant . . .

But maybe what happened . . .

Could she have thought . . .

Did I misunderstand when . . .

I climb into bed in my disgusting running clothes and pull the comforter over my head.

I think about the Instagram I found a few minutes ago, how I’d been so sure fernweh would lead me to my sister, but it turned out to be just another of the turnabouts she’s given me. For the first time, I honestly don’t know if I even want to find her. If I found her, if she came back, the person coming home would be a stranger.

I must fall asleep, because by the time I wake up, it’s evening.

My head is throbbing, the pain sharpest behind my eyeballs.

I decide to draw to quiet my thoughts.

I sit at Rose’s desk and start to sketch an eye, making it as true to life as I possibly can. It takes time to capture the roundness, the different dimensions of the iris. The pupil is the simplest part, dark and hollow-looking. Sketching anything, especially body parts, is all about shadow and light, contrast and depth. The eye is one of the most complex parts of the body and also one of the most powerful. You can tell entire stories, capture entire worlds, in one eye. The cliché that the eye is the window to the soul is totally overdone, but it’s still true. It’s the only organ that is for other people just as much as it is for you. But the eye isn’t always straightforward; it lies.

I hate that even when I’m not thinking about her, I’m thinking about her.

I leave Rose’s room.

Dad’s door is shut and dark underneath, and I assume it is after seven and he’s at his second night shift in a row.

I shuffle downstairs through the shadowy house.

What gets me is all the things I’ve lost, believing her lies. The Marcus Goodes I didn’t kiss. The parties I didn’t attend. The lives I didn’t live.

Meanwhile, she was doing it all. Having real adventures and kissing boys and smoking cigarettes, while I sat alone in my room and danced to Nina Simone.

I go into the kitchen and open the fridge. I take the cap off a bottle of Oh Juice! and drink directly from the mouth. Giant swigs like I haven’t drank for days.

It tastes like toilet cleaner.

It tastes like heaven.

Because who am I? Not the Emmy Rose manifested, not the Emmy Rose molded into some puppet whose strings she could pull. Not anymore.

I yank out my phone and delete the separation list, every single iteration of it. The one on the Notes app, the one in my email, the one that’s a picture of the original that I took on my phone.

Fuck the separation list.

The girl who followed it like a Bible is gone, and the girl who wrote it never existed.

Naturally, the appropriate items from the list for this particular moment in time pops into my mind.

Number 6. When you hate everyone and everything, read Where the Wild Things Are.

Number 9: Write out all the reasons you’re mad at someone. If you still like them at the end of the list, tear it up. If you realize you hate them, stop hanging out with them.

My body itches to start doing, to start obeying, but for once I don’t listen.

It’s past nine at night when I text Sloane.

Actually, I’m in. Where’s the party?





Chapter Sixteen




The Lemon gets halfway down Marker Street, close to the playground, before it makes a wheezing noise and then gives up on life. I climb out of the car and pop the hood, like I know anything about what’s under, and stare forlornly at all the mechanical parts. Disgusted, I kick the front tire and sit on the curb.

I text Dad and tell him the car broke down, but he’s at work and clearly can’t leave to drive me to a party.

The only person I know to call is Levi.

But Levi doesn’t answer. He’s probably with Olga.

I really, really don’t want to be home alone tonight so, as a last resort, I call Sloane.

I’m sitting with my legs outstretched, waiting, when a loud motorcycle’s roar cuts into the night air and Sloane appears.

“Your face!” Sloane shrieks, cracking up, as she watches me take in the machine she’s straddling.

“Where’s your car?” I ask, my voice tight with alarm. “I thought you said . . .”

I trail off, as I try to recall her exact words. Didn’t she say something specifically about a car?

Sloane’s eyes are laughing, her white-blond hair shining under the moonlight.

“It’s now or never, Capri Sun. Hop on,” she says.

I hesitate for exactly one moment. What if we crash? What if Sloane is a horrible driver? What if Dad finds out I did this? What if Rose finds out?

And that’s the ultimate deciding factor.

Rose would absolutely have something to say about me riding on a near-stranger’s motorcycle. (Even a near-stranger who claims to know her.)

“I need you to always be okay,” Rose said once last summer when we’d taken a day trip to Baker Beach. It was a rare cloudless day, and we could see the Golden Gate Bridge, massive and domineering, in the distance. “If you’re not okay, I’m not okay, Ember.”

Because we were part of each other, one organism. Sort of the way dozens of mushrooms can sprout up, looking like separate things but they are actually all the same fungus, from the same mycelium.

But right now I don’t want to be made of Rose. I don’t want that bond, webbed and tangly, like a trap.

“Okay,” I say to Sloane. “Let’s go.”

It takes a minute to figure out how to mount the bike, but with Sloane’s help I manage to climb on. She hands me a helmet that I put on, and I wrap my arms tight around her.

The night wind is heavy and warm, and I can barely hear Sloane’s occasional instructions over the roar of the motorcycle’s engine. It turns out that Sloane rides with more grace than she does everything else.

We ride for about ten minutes, still within the west side, before pulling up in the parking lot of what seems to be an abandoned warehouse. There are a bunch of cars, but the building is completely black. Sloane leads us to the back, shakes open a door, and descends down a set of stairs. She goes a little too fast and misses a step, but she just laughs it off.

“I have no coordination,” she says, opening another door.

And then we’re inside a brightly lit basement that feels both like a dungeon and a nightclub. The music is throbbing, loud, and it seems impossible that the number of cars we saw outside could have brought this many people.

Sloane immediately finds Chris and the stocky guy from last time, who everyone keeps calling Bosch. They both nod at me, but Chris stares at me a little too long, like he doesn’t know why I’m here.

“I’m going to grab us drinks,” Sloane yells over the music. “Want a juice box?”

“A beer!” I shout back, ignoring the tightness in my chest. Sloane shoots me a surprised look, then laughs and walks off.

Chris mutters something to Bosch and pushes into the crowd.

“Where’s he going?” I ask Bosch, who is currently leaning against the wall, texting on his phone.

“Smoke break,” he says. “He gets crabby.”

For the past couple of hours, I’ve convinced myself I was done looking for Rose. After all, everything is a lie. Fernweh2016 was a dead end.

Tonight my only goal is to not be alone, to not be a version of Emmy my sister would recognize.

But I surprise myself by telling Bosch I’ll be back and following Chris through the crowd and up the stairs.

I should leave him alone.

I should let Rose be gone if she wants to be gone.

I’m almost at the side door of the building when someone flings their arms around me from behind. I jump and untangle myself from a tall redhead in denim shorts so tiny that the pockets are hanging down past the bottom of the shorts.

“Rosalie!” she cries. “Long time no . . .”

A frown creases her face at the exact moment I say, in a hard voice, “I’m not her.”

“Oh,” the girl says. She doesn’t even apologize before she disappears into the building. It irritates me.

I’m not Rose, so that makes me what . . . subhuman? Is she some type of god here, too?

I’m fuming by the time I reach the outside of the building. Chris is lighting his cigarette when I step outside, and he shoots me an annoyed side glance.

“You following me?”

“I have questions about Rose,” I say, sharply, leaving only a few feet between us.

Maybe I will find her, after all, just to yell in her face. Maybe I’ll find her just to disappoint her in every way I know how, the same way she has disappointed me.

“What part of ‘I don’t know where she is’ don’t you understand?” Chris says. His defensive tone makes me think that maybe he does know more than he’s saying. “She texted me that afternoon to meet her, then said she needed a break. The next morning, she was gone. I haven’t seen her since then. Nearly one whole fucking year together, and nothing.”

“My dad didn’t see her that last night because she came in late.”

Chris narrows his eyes. “So?”

“So that makes you the last person I know who saw her. Was she upset? Happy? Did she seem like she was planning something? What was she like, Chris?” My voice gets louder and more antagonistic as I talk.

I am so sick of having dozens of questions and zero answers.

“She was cold,” he says, “the way girls get when they’re about to break your fucking heart. I’m sorry if that’s all I noticed.”

His voice sounds dry, wrung out from the pain of the memory, and it catches me off guard.

My voice is softer when I say, “Tell me about her.”

Because that’s the thing, isn’t it? After all this time, I don’t know Rose.

Chris laughs, bitterly. “I loved her, but I don’t think I knew her. I don’t think any of us did. But we knew you. All she wanted to talk about was Emmy. You were famous.”

I fold my arms over my chest and try not to shake. “When did she talk about me?”

“All the time,” he says. “Emmy, the fucking wunderkind. Brilliant, beautiful, good. But you’re just a girl, aren’t you?”

He says it with half curiosity, half derision, and I feel microscopic.

“The way she talked about you, I expected, I don’t know.” He looks me up and down. “Until I met her, I didn’t know you could love someone so much and hate yourself just as much.”

Hate.

The word is acid poured directly on my heart.

I stare at Chris and there’s a spark in his eye, a satisfaction, like he meant to shock me. It should make me reject his words — Rose couldn’t have hated herself — but I feel them seeping into my bones, settling in like missing puzzle pieces.

The way Rose quit dance when I got the lead. The way she stopped trying at school and convinced me to try harder.

Was Rose the way she was because she hated herself?

The thought makes me nauseous.

I have wondered in the past why my sister’s failures were so often tied to my successes. Did she really believe she couldn’t be good if I was? Or did she think I had to be good because she wasn’t?

“Rose was happy,” I hear myself saying, even though I know nothing. “If something happened to make her unhappy, it was after she met you. It was after whatever you did to her.”

I keep walking until I’m right in front of him. “So what did you do to her? Did you cheat on her? Did you break her heart?”

Chris slowly blows smoke into my face, and I am suddenly so angry that I shove him with all the strength I have.

He stumbles back against the wall but doesn’t fall.

“What. Did. You. Do?” I yell at him.

The initial look of surprise on his face gives way to startling calm, and he inhales smoke one more time, exhales.

I slam his chest again, once, then twice, then three times.

I’m going for my fourth hit when someone shouts and catches my arm.

“Hey, hey, hey!” Sloane says. “Capri Sun, stop! It’s all right.”

“It’s Little Turner,” I say, wrenching my arm free of her, and I suddenly feel like crying. Rose told them everything about me, but not the name everyone knows me by? The name that binds me to her? “That’s what everyone calls me.”

“Okay,” she says, putting her arms up in surrender. “I think that’s enough fun for tonight. I’m taking you home, Little Turner.”

She takes my arm and starts tugging me away. I glare at Chris over my shoulder, as he rubs his Medusa coin and stares at me.

He watches us go around the building, still looking vaguely amused. I hate him.

He knows something but won’t help me.

“Keep the light on, douchebag!” Sloane shouts at him over her shoulder.

“I thought you were getting me a beer,” I say, as we reach the parking lot.

“It’s past your bedtime,” Sloane says, handing me a helmet.

I suddenly feel stupid, and so, so young. Little Turner, indeed.

“So now you’re dating Chris?” I say, and I can’t tell if I’m annoyed on Rose’s behalf (they couldn’t even give it three months) or just annoyed.

Sloane looks like she might hit me. “He’s my brother, you idiot.”

“Oh,” I say, chastened, but still in the worst mood of my life.

“Look, you don’t have to like him. You don’t have to like any of us, but we love her. Same as you.”

It’s not the same, I want to argue. I’m her sister. I should have been the one person she was different with, the one person who knew her.

“She changed Chris,” Sloane continues. “He used to be so shy about his music, and he still kind of is, but now he looks like he believes he can be something, you know?”

She puts her own helmet on. “And me, too. They call me the human wrecking ball because everything I do turns to shit. I drop everything I touch. I’ve had seven jobs in six months. I live in Chris’s place. I don’t know how to do relationships, but Rose . . . she has this way of making you feel like you’re enough, you know? Like, she sat me down and said what do you want out of life, Slo? And she helped me with my résumé and my clothes. I’m still a damn mess, but I’m figuring my life out. It’s taking a while, but at least now I know I can.”

I quietly climb onto Sloane’s bike.

For the first time, I understand something: It’s not just that Rose finds extraordinary things; it’s that she makes them. She makes everyone feel special.

For so long, I could have sworn I was exceptional.

I run my finger over our two bracelets while Sloane starts the motorcycle.

Suddenly it’s an early morning six years ago, hours before me and Mom’s flight to California.

“Move over,” Rose orders, before climbing into my twin bed. I am sleepy, tired out from crying and packing and planning to leave behind everything I know. Still, I shuffle over obediently so Rose can slip in under the sheets beside me.

“I got you something,” Rose says. “Well, I got us something.”

She holds up two short chains, both of them shiny and golden.

“It’s so you always have me with you. So you know that I won’t ever leave you,” she says, taking hold of my wrist and fastening the bracelet around it.

“Where did you get this?” I ask, voice still craggy with sleep. The bracelet is simple and beautiful, grown-up and unfussy in a way that makes me think it’s expensive.

“It doesn’t matter,” Rose says. She won’t look at me, and this tiny voice in my head says maybe she stole it. I haven’t seen Rose steal before, but I know she could. She is exactly fearless enough. Plus, she doesn’t even have a job.

“You can tell me, you know,” I tell her, thumb rubbing around the tiny careful loops of the chain. “Where you got it.”

Strangely I am not desperate for her to have acquired it in an honest way; I am desperate for her to trust me enough to tell me she didn’t. To deem me old enough, loyal enough. I don’t need her to be good; I want to be good enough to be in this with her.

“One day I’ll tell you everything,” Rose says. “First, swear to me you’ll never take it off.”

“I promise,” I tell her, disappointment making my voice small. Still, I take the second bracelet and clip it to her wrist. Without warning, hot tears start to fill my eyes, and Rose wraps her arms around me.

“So you’ll always have me with you,” I wobble.

“From start to finish, Emdash,” she says, and even without her saying so, I know it’s a promise.

We will have each other from start to finish.

Later that day, she gives me the separation list.

Six years later, I’m walking onto the driveway of Dad’s house, both bracelets on my wrists, and I am struck by how finite her promise suddenly sounds. Why not “I’ll love you always” or “forever and ever” or “for all time”? Why from start to finish, as if the concept of us necessitates an ending?

Maybe none of it meant anything.

Maybe even the things Rose said about me were a lie.

I won’t be something.

I’m not the best part of her.

I don’t vomit gold.

She did leave me.





Chapter Seventeen




My anger fades too quickly, replaced by sadness.

After I change into a pair of leggings, I turn off my light three times, hoping Levi is home by now. Back from Olga’s or wherever he’s been. I felt the ice thaw between us on the drive home last night, but that’s not the reason he is the only person I want to see right now. I need the truest best friend outside of my sister that I’ve ever had.

I wait for him to flash back or knock on my window. But nothing happens.

I turn the switch on and off three more times.

My phone rings.

It’s Levi.

“Nice try, but I’m not falling for that again,” he says.

“This time I do need you,” I say.

“Unless you’re being murdered, I don’t think you do,” he says easily.

“Leaves,” I choke, then sniff, embarrassed by my emotion.

“Turner?” I can hear the concern in his voice. “What happened?”

“I need you to teach me how to drink. Like, alcohol drink.”

He is silent a long moment. Then, “I thought you don’t drink,” he says.

“I want to start. That’s why I’m asking you.”

“Why does this sound like the worst idea I’ve heard all year?” he says with a sigh. “I’m on my way.”

A few minutes later, I blink at the bottle of amber liquid Levi is holding out when I open the front door.

“Mom says to never show up at someone’s house empty-handed,” he says.

I hesitate before taking the bottle from him. It feels heavy in my hands, like something I could use to knock a mugger unconscious, like some sort of artillery.

I grip it tightly, so I don’t drop it, but I’m still not sure about this. There are a million reasons I don’t drink. First, that thing Rose used to say about it being pathetic to need alcohol to have a good time. Second, because I’ve tucked my mother into bed a few too many times over the past six years while she’s mumbling and crying about how no one will ever love her like my father did. Third, alcohol is a central nervous system depressant, which means it impairs the functioning of your brain. Most days, I like the functioning of my brain. Then there’s the fact that I hate the taste of beer. But right now, in this world where Rose is not only an apparition but a total con artist, I think maybe it’s not such a bad thing to turn off my brain for a while.

I think of Sloane saying Rose got all the alkie genes in the family. I think of Rose, telling Chris and Sloane everything she told me: You are extraordinary. You’re going to do big things. I love you.

I want to curl up in a ball.

I’m barefoot, in the same shirt I wore to the party and dark green leggings, but Levi is in a pair of black sweats, a gray hoodie, and flip-flops.

“Whiskey is with compliments from Peter,” he says.

“Thank you, Peter,” I deadpan, still morose, and lead the way to the living room. Halfway there, though, Levi reaches above my head suddenly. “Turner,” he says, yanking the bottle out of my grasp. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

I turn to face him. “Hey!”

“I don’t want to corrupt you,” Levi says, but he’s smiling, a grin that is warmer than any he’s given me since I’ve been back in town. God, he’s gorgeous.

“I’m amending the no-drinking rule for tonight,” I say, snatching the bottle. Our back-and-forth is completely juvenile, but something about having Levi in my house, not hating me, not angry or hurt by me for the first time in years, feels so, so good.

I curl up on the love seat, leaving enough room for Levi to sit beside me, but he opts for the ground. I try not to read anything into it as he sprawls out with his long legs in front of him.

He watches me open the bottle and drink from the mouth then almost die coughing. The liquid is dark and spicy and — “Holy shit,” I say when I’ve caught my breath, even though my tongue and throat are still on fire.

Levi smiles as I hand him the bottle. “Only the good stuff for Peter Wall.” He doesn’t so much as wince when he takes a sip.

We don’t speak much as we pass the bottle back and forth. Every time it returns to me, the rim of the bottle feels a little warmer from Levi’s mouth, and I feel a different sort of warmth growing inside me as well.

“Leaves,” I say quietly, leaning back against the couch and watching as he takes a swig. “Was it horrible after I left? Do you hate me for everything?”

“I don’t hate you,” he says, a reflex, but it doesn’t quell the unsettled feeling inside me. He doesn’t deny that it was horrible for him after I left.

“You hate Rose.”

“I don’t.”

“Right, because you don’t hate anyone,” I say. “Except Peter.”

“Not even him, Turner.”

“Right, right,” I say, waving him off with one hand. My head is starting to feel suspiciously light, and I lean back so I’m lying flat, supine, on the couch. Moonlight filters in from a crack in the curtains and a phlegmy-sounding car revs across the street. I think vaguely of the Lemon still parked three streets away, waiting until Dad can help me tomorrow.

“Remember that time Rose tricked us into thinking there were aliens in your backyard?” I ask. It’s a happy memory, but it makes my eyes water.

Levi doesn’t speak, and just as I decide he’s not going to play along, he does. “She put that bunny out there. There’s no way the one time she tells us there are aliens outside, there happens to be some big-ass bunny in the bushes.”

“No way,” I protest, cradling the whiskey in my lap. “How could she have put a bunny in your mom’s cabbage patch? Where would she even find a bunny?”

Maybe it’s the alcohol but I’m suddenly restless.

I turn so I’m on my stomach, prone now, and prop one hand under my chin so I can look at Levi. He is lying on his back, his legs crossed at the ankles, arms behind his head. He is staring up at the ceiling, and his body is so still that if he hadn’t spoken just a few seconds ago, I’d think he was asleep.

“Besides,” I say sarcastically, “if Queen Rose wanted us to think there were aliens, wouldn’t she just have found aliens?”

“Right, because Rose has aliens at her disposal,” Levi says, then he mock-slaps his forehead. “Shit, what am I saying? She probably does.”

He says it not with the bitterness I’ve heard him use when talking about Rose, but with a kind of grudging respect, and despite myself, I laugh a little.

“If anyone has aliens doing their bidding, it is Rose Turner,” he continues, grinning in a way that tells me my trill of a laugh is familiar to him. It makes me feel slightly self-conscious that he remembers me a certain way, that I may be different or not different from the girl he used to know.

I think we really are friends again now.

I think we’re okay.

I take another swig from the bottle and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. Levi sits up and takes it from me, our hands brushing lightly.

“Maybe that’s where she is,” I say, widening my eyes like we’re kids again and we’re playing a game. “Looking for aliens.”

This morning I would never have joked about Rose’s disappearance, but now everything has been flipped on its head. Nothing is true. Nothing is sacred.

“What, like, Area 51?” Levi muses. He inhales from the bottle, sets it down beside him, and lies back down again.

“Maybe Roswell,” I speculate. “Wait — is Roswell in Area 51? Is Area 51 in Roswell? I don’t know if this whiskey is working.”

I lean down for the bottle, swiping it victoriously right before Levi’s hand reaches it, and take another swig. It has gotten significantly easier to swallow, and the room, the whole house, has become warm instead of foreign and lonely like it’s been since I got here. It’s like I’m back in SF on Mom’s IKEA furniture, our apartment windows thrown open to welcome in the misty Northern Californian night. Except better. Cozier.

Levi is turned in my direction, and he quirks his eyebrow as he watches me, flexing his hand once or twice. “Aw, geez, what would Queen Rose say to me getting Little Emmy drunk?”

Levi scratches his jaw, but his eyes are twinkling. I think maybe he’s losing the fight to be contained, to be New Levi, but I can’t say for sure.

“First of all,” I say, indignant, “I’m not ‘Little Emmy’ anymore. I’m seventeen and grown and a full adult. And third of all, Queen Rose would do what she does to all her enemies. She would banish you from her kingdom.”

As soon as I say it, I realize the mistake I’ve made and inwardly chide myself for hitting so close to home when we were getting along so well. I start to apologize, but Levi is laughing.

“She would poison me and feed my body to the wolves,” he says, and I giggle because the Rose I’ve learned about since I came home totally would.

He cocks his head to the side like he’s really thinking about it now. “Or would she just poison me and do that evil laugh she does? The one in the picture?”

“What picture?” I ask, sitting up straighter.

“The one of your family. Like, in the park? The picture where she’s doing that evil laugh.”

“The ghost picture?” I ask.

“Jesus, there’s a ghost in the picture?” Levi says, startled.

“We’re the ghosts in that picture. None of us are those people anymore,” I say, profoundly, before jumping up and running into the hallway. The world is notably shakier than it was before, but I peer at the picture of the four of us. Mom and Dad in the middle, Rose and I on either side of them. My sister is smiling like she’s figured out the meaning of human existence, the purpose of life, the benefit of pain. “It’s more of a know-it-all smile, see?” I say, even though Levi can’t see because he’s still in the living room.

It is such a relief, the feeling of talking about Rose with someone who knows the version of her that I do, someone who grew up with her and loved her and lost her. Just like I did.

I take the picture off the wall, turn it sideways, and gasp. “Oh, wait, it is a little diabolical.” I walk back into the living room still staring at the photo, at the way Rose’s eyes shine, the slight quirk of her lips.

“I’m telling you, Turner, it’s completely diabolical,” Levi says.

“Okay, but look it —” I’m halfway through speaking when I go careening over something — over someone’s legs. It’s Levi, of course.

As I go down, I try to right my balance, but the ottoman is too far away to use to catch myself. Levi moves his leg, trying to help, but all it does is provide yet another entanglement. And before I know it I’m tumbling over Levi’s body. The picture frame goes flying out of my hands, and I have no idea where it ends up. Where I end up is on Levi, landing with a hard thump against his chest. “Owww,” I moan, my voice sounding muffled around a mouthful of boy T-shirt.

“Fuck,” Levi mutters, and I don’t know if it’s because I’ve possibly broken him or because I’m still lying there, face buried in his chest and arms outstretched at my sides like some of sort of voodoo doll.

“You okay?” he asks.

This close, all I can smell is the contrast of alcohol on his breath and the smell of chlorine on his skin. I can feel his steady heartbeat against my chin.

“Levi,” I half whisper as I turn my head and rest my cheek on his hard chest. “Am I drunk?”

The thought is unsettling for a number of reasons, but I can’t name even one.

“I’m not sure,” he says, voice husky from the alcohol or maybe from the weight of my body against his torso. He runs his hands up my arms and across my back, clinically, before he finally decides. “You definitely don’t feel drunk.”

For some reason this makes me laugh.

“Well, I know you’re drunk because if you weren’t, I wouldn’t get to sit in Olga’s spot.” I don’t know where the words come from, but my mind is too hazy to try to figure it out.

“Olga’s spot?” he repeats, his voice a little strange.

Instead of answering, I nod.

Instead of getting up, I wriggle my body on top of Levi’s and hear his breath catch in his throat. “This feels kind of nice,” I say, and do it again because I don’t think I have ever been this close to another person, and the feeling is like being wrapped in a burrito.

Hugs are the best gift. Give them to people who deserve them.

Number . . . 9? 11? “Like a very comfy pillow,” I murmur, settling in even more around Levi’s body.

“That is not the compliment you think it is, Turner,” Levi says. His voice sounds off, rough and maybe a little annoyed, like he still thinks I’m a child. Like he might have had enough Emmy for the night, but doesn’t know how to say it.

Is he sorry he came over?

Little Turner, I imagine him thinking, but he’s wrong because that girl — the girl he thinks I am, the girl Rose thinks I am — would not press her palm against his chest like I do.

“Oh, right,” I say, smoothing my hand over the firm stomach I can feel under his shirt. “Because you have these washboard abs now.

“And all the girls and boys at Westwood High want you. Poor, poor girls and boys who aren’t Olga. They must be so, so sad.” I try to think of the abdominal muscles as my hand skims over the tight ripples of his waist. Exterior obliques. Extra obliques? Something oblique. But then there’s two types. Isn’t there?

Levi is completely still now, his chest hardly moving under my hand. I start to tell him my dilemma about the ab names but even as I do, he doesn’t say a word. I’m not sure he’s breathing. I raise my head and squint up at him like someone who needs glasses. I squint until I can make out every fleck of brown in his irises and all three baby freckles on his nose.

“What, this doesn’t feel nice?” I ask, and it’s like I’ve been taken over by that force in my dreams, the one that moves my body without my permission. “You don’t want to be my pillow?”

I giggle as I sit up and wriggle again in his lap. “Not nice?” I ask again.

Except Levi isn’t laughing back. His eyes are wide with something I don’t recognize, something impossible because it looks a little like fear, and his hands are clenched into fists at his sides.

“I think I should I go home,” Levi grits out.

Suddenly nothing is funny.

“Okay,” I whisper.

The words hang between us.

Neither of us moves.

Somewhere behind me, I think I can hear the wall clock ticking, and suddenly I don’t know how I am here, seated on top of the boy I used to know best in the world and wanting. Wanting something. Anything. Everything. From him? From someone else?

I watch Levi shut his eyes and mutter, “Oh God,” as I slowly drag my body over his. Except this is not me, not Emmy. Emmy is Little Turner and that girl has been kissed by exactly two boys.

Emmy would climb off Levi, apologize, and say good night, but this girl reaches for Levi’s hands and massages them until they are no longer fists. Then she puts his hands on her hips, holds on to him, this wild-eyed boy who cannot possibly be as afraid as he looks when she begins to move over his hard front. He makes a noise deep in the back of his throat. It is instantly the most intriguing sound she has ever heard, and so she rocks back and forward once, experimentally, trying to recreate it.

Levi’s eyes are shut so tight, his face so contorted, that she can’t stop looking at him. “Turner,” he grunts.

And actually that is the most fascinating sound she has ever heard. She marvels at seeing Levi — seeing any boy — like this. So out of focus and desperate, undone. So she keeps doing it, keeps rocking against him. The friction of her leggings against his sweatpants is electric, heady. Something changed when he said her name, which is that now he’s rocking against her, too, both of them grinding together in some kind of rhythm that only their bodies understand. The kind of frantic rhythm that belonged to Leaves.

He presses his lips to hers, but she turns away.

Anything but that, she wants to tell him. Because of the list.

By the time she remembers that there are no more lists, no more rules, it is too late. His mouth is nowhere near hers.

More and more, they move, even as the first echo of an alarm bell goes off.

Little Turner . . .

Drunk . . .

Regret this tomorrow . . .

I ignore it.

I am hot everywhere, but especially everywhere our bodies are touching. I bite my bottom lip because his hands feel like fire as they skim my waist and my rib cage through my shirt.

We are going faster and faster, riding and building to some sort of crest.

I watch Levi’s face, capturing every muscle twitch, every tensing of his jaw.

Regret, regret, regret . . .

Levi’s head falls back, the soft curve of his neck exposed. I can tell when it happens for him because his body stiffens beneath mine and then he groans. I watch as he catches his breath, awed, but when his hand reaches for me, because he hasn’t yet given me what I just gave him, I roll off him and put a little distance between us. I am suddenly afraid again. I am suddenly Emmy.

We lie on our backs. We are silent for several minutes before Levi speaks, and his voice is still hoarse even though he isn’t looking at me. “Emmy,” he says quietly. “Why did you do that?”

I don’t respond for the longest time, because why did I just do that?

Drunk . . .

Little Turner . . .

“I wanted to know,” I whisper at last, because it feels like the truest thing.

“Know what?”

I don’t answer but maybe Levi thinks I will. Maybe he hopes it, because he waits. And waits.

I am riveted by the ceiling.

“I’ll be right back,” Levi says, and gets up. I hear the guest bathroom door open and close. The toilet flushes. The tap runs, and then Levi is in the living room again and I expect him to go, to let the front door click shut behind him. I think maybe he wants to but changes his mind. Instead, he lies beside me again.

“You wear two bracelets,” he says.

“Because I’m me, and I’m Rose. I’m both of us.”

I don’t resist when he reaches for me, pulling me into his chest. His arms are warm and solid, familiar in the best way. He tucks my head under his chin, and it feels so good to be held by someone who knows me. We do not talk about the tears — how or when or why they have started or how long my cheeks have been wet with them. This is the very best thing about Levi, the fact that sometimes the silence is enough.

And it is the worst thing about Rose. With her, silence hurts too much. Is she angry? Is she listening? Is she here? With her, I have to speak to fill it.

Even as the world grows fuzzy around me, even as I fall asleep, I am shouting at the very top of my lungs. Do you see? This is the mess I am without you.

Her answer?

Never kiss a boy who can’t name his favorite book.

In the morning, the tiniest bit of sunrise leaks in through the space in the curtains of Rose’s room. I sit up too quickly and my head spins. My tongue feels stuck to the roof of my mouth. I am tucked into Rose’s bed, underneath the blankets.

I climb out.

Dad isn’t home yet.

I stumble into the living room to find that the picture frame is back on the wall where it belongs. The bottle of whiskey and Levi are gone.





Chapter Eighteen




I don’t just feel like death the next time I open my eyes; I am death. Rotten flesh and decay, detritus.

Dad is downstairs vacuuming and even the sound of the machine suctioning over the carpet makes my head feel ready to detonate.

God, why is he vacuuming the living room? It’s like he knows what Levi and I did on the floor last night.

Not ready to meet my father’s eye, I sneak down to the kitchen while he’s cleaning behind the long couch. I fill a glass with water and drink it over the sink.

A hundred scenes from yesterday flood my mind.

Dad telling me Rose chose to stay in Riverwood. The Lemon breaking down. Riding on Sloane’s motorbike. The warehouse. The redhead who bumped into me. Yelling at Chris. Drinking with Levi. Doing other things with Levi.

I feel like a total stranger to myself. Again, I’m in that dream where my body doesn’t belong to me.

While I fill up my glass again, I look at the bracelets on my wrists.

I’m both of us, I told Levi last night.

The realization feels blinding and obvious, like a lightning strike: being myself, looking for Rose, is never going to work. The only person who knows my sister, who can find her, is Rose.

If I can be her, think like her, then I can find her.

And that’s the thing that stuns me the most hours after trying to be a version of Emmy she would hate: I still want to find her.

I still miss her.

She lied and lied and lied.

But I still love her.

Upstairs, I look in the full-length mirror.

Standing in her room, surrounded by her things, I feel like I see my sister more clearly than I have since I arrived in Riverwood, more clearly than I have maybe ever.

I hop into the shower next, imagining the cold water is a sponge squeezing out all the alcohol left inside me.

When I step out, I still feel awful, but I move quickly and purposefully.

I look through her closet until I find it hanging. The yellow dress Rose wore to San Francisco, the Audrey Hepburn dress, the everything dress. It was loose on Rose, so it fits just right on me.

Even though I never really wear earrings, I pair the dress with knockoff pearl studs that Rose probably found in some vintage store in the city. I dig around in her makeup box until I find the right lipstick. Expresso. On my lips, it is a dark burgundy, almost black. I coat my eyelids with an iridescent green, bold and eye-catching. The final touch is a spot of eyeliner above the left side of my top lip.

I stare at the person in the mirror. “Is this what I have to do to bring you home?” I whisper. “Because I’ll do it.”

By the time I head downstairs, Dad is putting the vacuum away in the broom closet. He’s wearing a short-sleeved button-down shirt and black slacks. I’m surprised that he’s dressed so nice on a weekday morning. He does a double take when he sees me, and I wonder at the fact that you can share the same genes and the same life and still surprise each other.

Dad clearly decides not to mention my new look.

“Hey, Em,” he says, cheerful for someone who just completed his second night shift in a row. “Sleep well?”

“I did,” I lie. I’m not quite sure if he’s relieved from all the stuff he told me, or if he regrets telling me.

“The car’s in the shop,” he says. “Should be ready in the next couple of days. I hope you can make do until then.”

“Can I borrow yours?” I ask hopefully.

“Actually, yes,” he says. “I don’t need it this morning.”

His keys are on the dining table, and I swipe them gratefully and put them in my pocket.

As Dad fixes his collar, I ask, “Do you have a job interview?”

I’m kidding; it is common knowledge that Dad is going to retire at Riverwood General in another twenty years.

Weirdly, he doesn’t laugh.

“No, actually, a friend is picking me up,” he says, eyes avoiding mine. “We do coffee every Thursday.”

When Dad says this, I realize I’ve been in Riverwood only five days, but somehow it feels like I’ve been here for weeks.

“You’re not sleepy?”

“Hence the coffee,” Dad jokes. A few minutes later, I go to the living room window and watch him get into a stranger’s Toyota. Dad is holding a blue gift bag that I didn’t see before.

I sigh. Even my father has a life here that I don’t know about.

I’m still at the window when Levi comes down his driveway. Right before he climbs into his truck, he looks over at our house. I freeze and hold my breath, shrinking into myself and waiting for him to call me out. I don’t want to know what he thinks about last night, how he feels about me in the morning light.

But he doesn’t seem to see me. He drives off.

I dip into my dress pockets for Dad’s keys and freeze when my hand stumbles on a folded piece of paper.

When I open it, my eyes sting.

It’s the wings, the sketch I drew in my notebook, the tattoo on me and Rose’s shoulder blades.

“She kept it,” I whisper.

Not only did she keep it, but there are various poorly drawn pencil replicas of the wings on the back of the paper. She tried to copy my wings.

It is as visceral as Rose standing beside me, whispering, “I think you’re extraordinary, Em.”

She wanted a skill that I have, which means she does think I am special. It isn’t all a lie.

I didn’t think anything Rose might say or do could ever reassure me again. Yesterday, it felt like I would dissolve under all the bubbling rage and betrayal and damage that came with realizing how little I know Rose. But today, this simple piece of paper reassures me of three things I had started to doubt.


    	Rose loves me.

    	She wants me to find her.

    	She’s already shown me exactly how to do it.







Chapter Nineteen




In retrospect, of course the seven pictures on fernweh2016 weren’t random.

They couldn’t have been.

But I still understand why I thought they were.

In the driver’s seat of Dad’s car, I pull up the Instagram photos from yesterday. All of them have no clear meaning.

Because I know there’s something to look for now, though, I stare at each picture for minutes at a time, trying to memorize everything about them. I also notice that they were all posted on the same day: April 21. The day before Rose left town. And I think that means something, too.

Knowing that this is my guide to finding Rose, my missing puzzle piece, thrills and terrifies me.

What if I don’t like where she’s gone? What if Mom is right and she’s taken our trip without me? Maybe the seven pictures represent seven of our bucket list cities.

I don’t think Rose would.

But I also didn’t think she was one of a hundred things she has turned out to be.

I try to connect the details of every picture to things I know about Rose. Does the red bench represent something about her?

Is there something unique about the Converse in the last picture? Maybe she went to where they were made?

A quick Google search informs me that Converse are made in factories in China, India, Vietnam, and Indonesia.

Those places aren’t on our list, but maybe she’s taken a solo trip to Asia?

“What is one true thing you know about Rose?” I ask myself out loud. My heart pinches at the fact that I can’t fully trust my recollection of the things she said and did. But I tell myself that if she left a road map to her, she would have used clues she knew I’d understand.

I go back to the first picture and squint at it. All it looks like is some teenagers declaring their love for the west side.

WEST SIDE 4 LYFE.

Except, I notice that all three E’s are yellow.

It could be a coincidence.

It doesn’t have to be an ode to me. E for Emmy.

Yet I hear Rose singsong to me as she brushes her teeth in our bathroom in San Francisco. “Whatever our souls are made of, Em, yours and mine are the same: yellow.”

It’s a play on a quote from Wuthering Heights, Rose’s favorite novel.

I back out of our driveway and begin my search.

I drive Dad’s car listlessly around the west side, looking for walls that might be sporting some three-month-old graffiti. The one thing I know is that it has to be on the west side, because East Riverwood would sooner combust than allow vandalism.

I pull over when my phone vibrates with a text from an unknown number.

Rose knows every lyric to every Britney Spears song.

But Toxic is her go-to karaoke song.

I stare at the screen, confused.

Me: Who is this?

Chris, the person says.

I’m so taken aback that I don’t know what to do. The part of me that remembers him blowing smoke in my face instead of answering my questions last night wants to block him. Another part, a bigger part of me, wants to reread his text over and over again. Because it’s true. That is her go-to karaoke song, and those little important details about a person are like metal that corrodes with every passing day. Already, I can’t remember the exact way she scrunches up her face when she’s thinking.

I don’t write back, but I don’t block him, either.

Most of me is still angry with Rose, but I don’t want a single detail about my sister to grow blurry.

In the days after Mom and Dad announced the civil war, I’d spend the hours before sleep thinking about what Riverwood would be like without me. I thought of friends and teachers and acquaintances, and my biggest fear was that they would all be unchanged. That everyone I knew would forget me over time, because I was not memorable like Rose and because that’s how life works. Time and distance erode connections that aren’t forged in steel.

I have to find Rose because, if she doesn’t come home, the only other option is forgetting her.

Now that I’m on my phone, something that should have been my first thought occurs to me, and I google “Riverwood graffiti.”

Immediately, a few dozen hits come up.

About the graffiti problem in Eastwood Park’s bathroom block.

“No way,” I say, because I was so off, thinking it would be my side of town’s problem.

I read one article profiling the anonymous group of west-siders who make a point of defacing the bathroom complex of East Riverwood’s park with pro-west-side messages every few months and the lengths the east side has gone to stop the vandals, including surveillance footage, a guard in the center of the park, and steep fines for anyone spotted loitering. None of which has been successful.

I laugh to myself as I start the car again because the whole thing is kind of ingenious. And because Rose is 100% involved in it. Why else would all the E’s be yellow? Why else would she have put a picture of it up on fernweh2016?

I remember Rose mentioning something about the graffiti problem in casual conversation once, but I didn’t think much of it at the time. If I let it, this can feel like another lie. Another deception she pulled over me. But I decide that this particular thing is different. She included it on the Instagram, so she wants me to know about it.

Eastwood Park feels smaller than our park, if only because most of it is taken up by an exclusive golf course and country club. The rest of the park is made up of immaculate walking paths, trimmed trees, and clean benches. Tomorrow is the eve of the Annual Boating Show, so the edge of the park that connects to the river is full of dozens of boats, all of them imposing and expensive.

I make my way directly to the bathroom complex right in the center of the park. The walls on the outside are a light green color. The only hint of any previous issues (apart from the security guard who sits on a bench eating a sub and looking glum) is the very passive-aggressive sign that says: PLEASE NO GRAFFITI. ZERO. ANYONE FOUND DEFACING CITY PROPERTY WILL BE PROSECUTED TO THE FULLEST EXTENT OF THE LAW. THANK YOU.

But the actual structure is graffiti-less. I imagine painters having to constantly cover over layers of wall art, and the humiliation of city officials every time the teenagers slip between their fingers.

I’m sure the security guard is suspicious of the way I walk around and around in circles, but since he can’t accuse me of anything, he ignores me. I scour the outside of the building for anything that could be from Rose.

By the time I enter the bathroom proper, I’m starting to doubt myself. It’s empty and smells like potpourri, but does not look like the kind of place you can leave something in for three months.

Maybe this isn’t the right place.

Maybe the Instagram doesn’t mean what I think it does.

As a last-ditch effort, I search behind doors and on the walls for any high school–style bathroom messages, but I find none. The stalls are kept immaculate.

I’m not following the separation list anymore, but it feels wrong to be in a fancy bathroom and not pee.

As I hover over the toilet, one final idea occurs to me, and I take off the roll of toilet paper in my stall. There’s nothing behind it.

When I finish, I go to the next stall and do the same thing.

It’s in the very last stall, the farthest from the entrance of the bathroom, that I find the first words my sister has said to me in three months.

Go. — RT

My eyes fill as I touch her loopy scrawl written in permanent marker.

“Go where?” I whisper.

She doesn’t answer.

Still, I feel overjoyed.

I dig out my phone from my pocket and take a picture of the word.

I’m on the right track.

I’m closer to knowing where she is than I have been in months.

It’s definitely the result of finding a message from Rose, but I luxuriate in the touch-free handwashing experience, especially the expensive berry soap that comes out of an automatic dispenser and a fancy hand dryer that the city takes pains to remind me is ENVIRONMENTALLY! FRIENDLY!

Emboldened by the first discovery — Go — I keep driving around town, trying to place the six other photographs in the Instagram.

But my luck has run out for today.

I find nothing else.





Chapter Twenty




I hear that one word in her voice all the way home.

Go. She says it softly.

Go! A command.

Go. An encouragement.

When I climb out of his car, Dad is carrying a foldable chair across our lawn and into the Forresters’ backyard.

“Em!” he says, when he sees me.

“What’s going on?” I ask, peeking through the gate to see a bunch of people milling around Levi’s yard. Peter is barbecuing behind a grill, Tai and a couple of other kids are running around with floaties on their arms, and Robin is seated in a chair on the lawn beside the pool, drinking from a glass and talking to two women. Thankfully, there is no sign of Levi.

“Robin and Peter invited us to a block party. Did I forget to mention that? I might have forgotten to mention that,” Dad says, more relaxed than I’ve seen him about literally anything. He’s wearing shorts, for God’s sake.

“Dad, what?” I hiss. “What the hell? Yes, you did forget!”

“What’s the problem?” he asks, blinking at me. “You love Levi and Robin.”

All I hear is “you love Levi” and, after last night, the words feel like stones in the pit of my stomach.

“I had plans for the night. I can’t just cancel everything and come to a block party,” I say, even though technically what I mean is that I can’t just cancel everything and come to a block party at Levi’s house a mere eighteen hours after we dry-humped in my living room.

“And what about you?” I ask. “You don’t even like people.”

Dad sighs. “Thanks for pointing that out. I’m trying to push myself these days,” he says, and I feel like the worst person on planet Earth for pointing out Dad’s usually decently managed social anxiety. “Come on, Em. They have an in-ground pool. How cool is that?”

“Lots of places have pools,” I say. “And I didn’t even bring a bathing suit.”

“Wear one of your sister’s,” Dad says, then disappears into their backyard.

I’m grumbling to myself as I go into the house. All I want to do is sit with my laptop and find out everything I can about the rest of the pictures on Rose’s secret Instagram.

Go where?

How?

When?

Now, instead of answering those questions, I have to go next door and socialize.

In Rose’s room, I dump my stuff on the bed and open up the drawer in her closet that should be full of swimsuits but is, naturally, full of everything else. I manage to eventually find a couple of swimsuits, both of which remind me that my sister and I have very different body types. The first is a pink-and-white polka-dot bikini, but the top is hideous. I’m spilling out of it in a way that is decidedly not acceptable for a neighborhood block party.

“So that’s a firm ‘no,’” I say, pulling it off. The other swimsuit is a navy one-piece with a halter neck that ties at the top. It is just as obscene, as far as my boobs go. The suit clings to me literally everywhere. It’s so snug I’m pretty sure the elastic edges are going to leave indents on my skin.

I make a growl of frustration right around the time I hear a knock at my bedroom door.

“Turner?”

Oh, shit.

My eyes widen as I look for a corner to dash into and hide. Is the closet big enough? I’m legitimately considering this when Levi says, “I know you’re in there. Your dad sent me to — and I quote — drag you over.”

I say nothing.

“Turner?”

“I’m having a crisis,” I finally mutter. “I mean, it’s fine. I’ll figure it out. I’ll wear a dress. I don’t have to swim.”

“You’re having a fashion crisis?” Levi says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “Sounds serious.”

“It actually is very serious. I look indecent,” I say, with a sigh. “I don’t know why I’m just finding out today that you guys are having some kind of pool party. Usually when someone is invited somewhere, they know they’re invited. You never even said.”

Levi is quiet a moment. “I had . . . other things going on.”

The memory of Levi going still beneath me last night flashes in my mind and my entire body is warm.

“So . . . what’s so bad about this outfit?” he asks, and I imagine him leaning with his back against the door. “Who cares what you wear? It’s not a fucking fashion show.”

“Oh, trust me, it’ll be some kind of show all right.” I stand again and stare at the full-length mirror, adjusting my right boob so a little more of it is covered by the suit.

He laughs. “You have to know that you’re only selling this outfit at this point.”

When I say nothing, he says, “That’s it. You have to let me see it. What could possibly be that bad?”

Everything, I think.

“Come on, Turner,” he says. “We’re friends, right?”

“Right,” I say. Do not think about how it felt sitting in his lap. Do not think about his . . .

“Okay, good. So I’m coming in,” he says.

As the doorknob turns, I face the mirror again, not wanting to see Levi’s face. I brace myself for the sound of his laughter, but when all I hear is silence, I whirl around.

Not only is he just quietly staring at me, but he’s also wearing only swim shorts and nothing else.

“Oh, lovely,” I say, sarcastically. “You’re shirtless and you look like that. You’re literally the Vitruvian Man. And I’m dressed like this.”

I cover my face with my hands, but Levi is suddenly in front of me, pulling my hands down.

“Who’s that?” he asks. I register when he sees the spot above my lip, Rose’s lipstick, but like Dad he doesn’t say anything about it.

“You know, the drawing of the guy on all those medical textbooks, with, like, the arms and legs out and all those muscles? The one by Leonardo da Vinci?”

It’s a compliment, I want to say, but Levi’s gaze is so steadfast, so unsettling, that I turn again to the mirror so I have my back to him.

“I don’t see your crisis,” Levi says, still close behind me. “I mean, I do, but —”

“It’s way too small,” I interrupt, checking again to make sure neither of my boobs is hanging out. “It’s completely embarrassing.”

I see Levi scratch his head in the mirror. “Embarrassing? Is that what we’re calling it?”

I sigh. “X-rated works, too. Offensive. Lewd.”

“That’s not what I’m saying,” he says.

“What are you saying?” I ask, frustrated.

“I’m saying . . .” Levi tugs at his hair, like he’s just as frustrated. “No straight guy is going to see you in that and wish you were wearing something different.”

I stare at him through the mirror.

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” he asks, voice so soft that I feel weak in the knees. He is suddenly so close that I can feel his breath on the back of my neck, on my bare shoulders. I don’t think he’s touching me, but I can feel his body on every part of my back.

“I have to wear something different,” I whisper.

“Last night,” Levi begins, his voice hoarse.

I’m afraid to hear what he’ll say, and the perfect excuse comes in the form of footsteps and creaking wood on the first floor.

I step away from Levi. “Dad?” My voice sounds ragged, too, like it doesn’t even belong to me.

“Levi! Aunty Robin is asking for you!” It’s Tai, and I take one more step away from Levi.

His eyes don’t leave mine as he answers. “Thanks, buddy! Be there in a sec.”

On his way out of my room, he stops at the desk where my sketch pad is open to a picture of the back of the leg. He touches the page but says nothing.

Levi leaves, shutting the door gently behind him. I sit down on the bed and try to catch my breath. As he goes down the stairs, I hear Levi ask Tai, “Ready for your swimming lessons, little man?”

“Superman is afraid of the water,” Tai says.

I don’t hear Levi’s answer, but I stay frozen until I’m sure they’re out the front door, and then I open Rose’s closet and rummage until I find a dress that fits.

Sitting on the foot of the bed, I pull up the picture of the word on my phone, just to make sure it’s still there. Just to make sure I didn’t imagine this gift from my sister.

Go. — RT

My heart steadies.

When I head into the yard next door, Robin motions me over and asks me to sit by her.

“I’m so happy you came. Did Levi tell you this is me and Peter’s babymoon?” she asks, hand on her swollen belly.

“Babymoon?” I repeat, searching for Levi through the crowded yard. I find him in the pool, teaching a trio of kids how to kick while holding on to the wall. Now that he is less close, now that whatever pheromones keep getting me when he’s around are gone, it occurs to me that I can tell him about the clues. That I can tell him what I found and see if he can help me figure anything else out.

“Peter couldn’t get the time off work, but we have this pool and it’s summer and soon we’ll have a screaming, pooping infant,” Robin explains. “So I thought we had to celebrate somehow.”

Over the next few hours, I don’t get to talk to Levi, but I actually let myself relax.

Despite this bubbling restlessness under my skin, I soak in the music and setting sun and the sound of people talking and laughing around me. Riverwood has always meant Rose to me. Rose and, sometimes, Dad.

But today, it is new neighbors that live on our street, whose names I don’t know. It is grilled hot dogs and pop and a heat that is encompassing, but not suffocating.

Halfway through the evening, I get another text from the same unknown number.

She has a bad habit of not waiting for food to cool down, so she’s always burning her tongue.

Despite myself, I smile, because this is also true.

I add Chris’s name to my contacts.

At the end of the night, Levi is in the water still, collecting stray noodles and toys that have settled at the bottom of the pool. Most of our neighbors have gone home, but Peter is still finishing at the barbecue and a couple of kids are running through the yard. I walk over to the edge, lift my dress, and dip my feet into the water.

I sit as Levi swims right over to me, places a bunch of toys beside the pool, then stretches his shoulder. For the first time, I can see his surgery scar up close, and I get the strangest urge to touch it.

“How’s the pain?” I ask. “Did you take some anti-inflammatories?”

“I’m good, Dr. Turner,” he jokes, but presses a finger to the spot.

“You know you can make it worse if you just keep going,” I say gently.

He sighs. “Tell that to my full-ride scholarship, my high school coach, my Stanford coaches, my mom,” he says, and I grimace.

“God, that’s so much pressure.” I make circles in the water with my finger. “You don’t think Robin would support whatever you do?”

He stares past me. “My dad went to the Olympic Trials, Turner. This is how I connect to him. It’s what I do,” he says, flexing his hand, and I vaguely remember a picture of teenage Robin posing with Levi’s father, who is wearing a Speedo and a medal around his neck.

I wish there was some way to not be defined by the things and people we love. The way being a swimmer makes you walk and talk and think a certain way. The way being a sister makes you part of a pair, the way it gives you the burden of secrets and truths, the way it offers you a sense of belonging. But if you lose that thing, if you stop being a part of it, then what do you become?

It feels like “incomplete” is the only answer.

Maybe when you stop being a part of something, you become a fragment of who you were.

“I think I figured out a way to find Rose.” I whisper because the words feel fragile, like they might shatter on exposure to air.

Go.

Go, go, go.

It would be so easy for him to point it out now, the beauty mark, the lipstick, the dress. But he doesn’t. Not because he doesn’t see it and not because he doesn’t wonder, but because Levi has known me forever and, despite all the time and distance, he still does. “How?” he asks.

“Fernweh led to an Instagram. It has a bunch of pictures and —” I pull out my phone and show him. I tell him about the word in the bathroom stall.

“She’s telling you to go somewhere?”

“Where she is, probably,” I tell him, hope butterfly-kicking in my stomach. “Can you figure anything out just by looking at this?”

Levi peers at the screen for a couple minutes before he shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Turner. I don’t get it. But that’s kind of the point, isn’t it? It’s just for you.”

Mild summer evening cold sprays my skin with goose bumps, and I withdraw my legs from the water. I pull my knees up to my chest and stretch the hem of my dress over my legs. Levi is right, of course. Fernweh2016 is meant for only me.

“You know Rose has always been bossy. I think she wants me to come and meet her.”

I say the last sentence with a smile because I really don’t know how to be angry with Rose. I don’t know that when your sister betrays you, you shouldn’t do everything in your power to find her, to bring her home still.

But then again, Rose doesn’t know the rules, either.

When you betray your sister, when you leave her, you’re not supposed to give her a road map to find you.

“Why do you think they’re all posted on April 21?” Levi asks.

“It was the last full day she was in town,” I say. “I think she went around leaving clues in all these places specifically for me that day. It’s basically a trail she wants me to follow. Seven places, each with something new from her.”

Levi looks uncertain, but I am buoyed by the thought.

Rose might have left, but she didn’t go without telling me how to reach her.

Despite everything, it is a comfort.





Chapter Twenty-One




The next day, elation gives way to bafflement.

I lie in bed, thinking.

The first place was Eastwood Park, and the Go was the start of a sentence. I know that much.

But what is the next word?

What is Rose trying to tell me?

None of the other pictures are straightforward, and it frustrates me. What does a tower of cards mean to me? Does it symbolize a casino? A game store?

“What does any of this mean?” I groan, exasperated.

I watch Netflix and draw and talk to Mom, all the while trying to figure out what that second picture represents or where it was taken.

Finally, it occurs to me that maybe it’s not the card part that is important, but the tower.

I bolt upright.

The water tower?

It’s on the periphery of West Riverwood, close to Windell farm, and the drive in the Newly Repaired Lemon takes just over ten minutes.

The water tank is ancient, coated with peeling paint as old as this town itself. But the metal steps that lead up to it are pretty well maintained. Technically, residents are forbidden from climbing to the top, but everyone does it anyway. It’s like a rite of passage for late-night summer hangouts among teenagers who have lived in Riverwood forever. Pre–civil war, I used to imagine that when we could drive, me, Rose, and Leaves would hang out here constantly, becoming only slightly older, taller versions of ourselves.

Instead, Leaves became Levi, I became a visitor to this town, and Rose vanished.

The tower is empty this afternoon, so I’m taking a risk, going up in broad daylight. Still, I can’t waste any time. The metal rungs are warm against my palms, and the ladder creaks as I climb it. While I’m not afraid of heights, I try not to look down as I get higher and higher.

And then I’m at the top. I circle the entire outside of the tank, looking for anything that Rose might have left me. There is some graffiti up here, but there is no sign any of it has been left by Rose. There’s nothing tagged RT, nothing in her recognizable scrawl, nothing that registers as distinctly fernweh2016.

I was so sure that this place is what the card tower represents, but as I gingerly climb back down, I revisit my theory.

Mostly because — I realize now — as Rose has gotten older, she’s gotten even jumpier about heights than me, so she wouldn’t voluntarily scale the water tower.

The clue has to be referring to something else.

I sigh in defeat as I reach the ground.

The only other tower I can think of in this town is . . .

The Book Nook.

Literally, the place where Rose worked.

“Behind much, Emmy?” I say as I practically run to the Lemon.

On the drive to the east side, I remember something Sabrina told me my first full day in town. Rose had worked on April 21, the day before she disappeared. So if she made the Instagram page that day and left the clues that day, it makes sense that one of those clues would be in the bookstore.

I’m so anxious, so ready to know what the next thing is, that I drive way too fast.

Sabrinalove is pointing out a book to a woman in the Romance section when I find her. I fidget as I wait for Sabrina, ducking out of the way of a couple and marveling again at how busy this place has become.

“Emmylove!” Sabrina says, after the customer leaves. “Here to pick up some books?”

“I was actually looking for you,” I say, unable to hide the urgency in my voice.

“Walk with me. I have so much to do — unpacking books, changing the display.” She feigns a scream, and I follow her around the store as she stocks some mass paperbacks and weaves between customers.

Before I can change my mind, I say, “Do you want me to stay and help? Like, for the day?”

Sabrina looks surprised, then sighs. “I can’t pay you. Technically, Michael should be my right-hand man, but he’s . . . struggling.” The inoffensive word choice is so Sabrinalove.

“You don’t have to pay me. I’ll just do what Rose did when she volunteered,” I say. “But do you mind if I look around while I do? I think she might have left something for me, something that tells me where she went.”

Sabrina frowns, looking around. “You think she left something here?”

I nod.

“Of course, I don’t mind if you check around,” Sabrina says. “Are you really wanting to help, though? Because once you say it, you can’t unsay it.”

I laugh. “I am. What do you need help with?”

“My God, everything,” she says, ducking into a back room I’ve never been in before. It’s full of stacks and stacks of boxes, some empty and some sealed. She bends in front of a big box and uses a letter knife to tear it open. “You could put out these new hardcovers. You could clean.”

“Okay,” I say.

“Oh! You could help me set up the display window. I’m trying to do a summery beach reads theme,” she says. “Sand, a little bucket, some seashells.”

A couple of hours later, I have set up the window exactly the way Sabrina described it. I always think of Sabrinalove as easygoing, but my first attempt didn’t go over well.

The second take, though, delights Sabrina so much that she actually claps her hands in excitement. “This is perfect.”

Michael, the frazzled boy from last time, is indeed working today, and Sabrina gets him to show me how to shelve books and ring customers up on the computer. He looks about fifteen, with braces and acne-marked skin. He isn’t much of a talker, so we spend most of the afternoon working in silence, which suits me just fine.

I look through every book I shelve, search for any dog-eared copies of classics or secondhand books with annotations. When I’m behind the counter, I riffle though invoices and receipts, looking for anything that might have been left for me. I feel weird doing it, like I’m going through someone’s underwear drawer, but if there’s a chance Rose’s next words are here, I have to find them.

Halfway through the day, I tidy and check the magazine rack. Even though the thought overwhelms me, I start making peace with the fact that this particular clue might take days or even weeks to find. What if she’s stuck a piece of paper in an obscure copy of one of her favorite biographies? What if I have to methodically search the pages of every book on every shelf?

By the time the store is closing at five, I’m feeling frustrated. Glad I could help Sabrinalove, but annoyed that Rose has apparently hidden her next clue so thoroughly that it will take me more than today to find it.

Apart from the fact that it was one of her favorite places in town, the fact that Rose really did work here her last day in town makes me certain that the Book Nook is what the card tower represents.

Still, I feel like I’m missing something.

I’m mulling it over on my way out to the Lemon when my phone starts buzzing. Asia wants to video chat.

“Okay, so good news or bad news?” she says when I answer her call. She has a brand-new purple streak in her hair and matching purple lipstick.

“I need some good news,” I tell her.

“Good news: I got the internship at KRON!” she squeals.

“Oh my God, that’s amazing, Aish!” I say as I unlock the car and get inside. “When do you start?”

“Monday,” she says. “But why is it that when one area of your life starts going great, the other takes a nosedive?”

I put the key in the ignition but don’t start it. “Something happen with Celestial Callie?”

Asia sighs. “I told you we’ve been talking every day, right? Well, last night she made some comment about how she’s going to be super sad when we stop speaking at the end of the summer. And I was like, ‘Why the hell would we stop speaking at the end of summer,’ and she said, ‘Because I’m going to Princeton. That’s across the country.’

“So I said, ‘Thanks, I know where Princeton is. I don’t need a geography lesson,’” Asia continues. “And she said, ‘I don’t think long-distance really works.’ And then I kind of went off on her.”

“What do you mean by ‘went off on her’?”

“I might have accused her of stringing me along,” she mumbles.

“You said that? That she was stringing you along?”

“I did,” Asia says, resolute. “And I stand by it. What’s the point of us hanging out now if it’s only for the summer? So she said, ‘It sounds like we’re on different pages. Maybe we should slow down.’ So then I said, ‘Fine.’ And we haven’t talked since. And I bought this new dress for mini golf tomorrow, and now I have nowhere to wear it to.”

“But, Asia,” I say, “she kind of has a point. Not everyone can do long-distance.”

“That’s bullshit,” Asia says. “If two people are willing to try, being far away isn’t a deal breaker. Look at you and Rose.”

“Me and Rose,” I repeat, as a tension headache starts behind my eyes. Because Asia can see me, I don’t press my fingers to my eye sockets.

“I mean, I know you’re sisters, but the same thing applies. You both loved each other enough to keep in touch, and now you’re closer than sisters who live under the same roof.”

Her words are like several tiny piercings under my skin. If only she knew.

“I don’t think it’s that easy,” I say.

“Of course, it’s not easy,” Asia insists. “But you try. It sounds like Calliope doesn’t even want to try.”

“Because distance changes everything,” I say. “You either feel super out of the loop in each other’s lives, or you think you know everything. You think you know the person but you don’t.

“And people change. They change, but anyone can be who you want them to be for the space of a phone call or a video chat. So then you just spend the whole time lying to each other. Or maybe one person is lying to the other, and it’s awful. It’s the kind of thing that breaks people.”

My voice wobbles at the last word, and when I finish speaking, Asia is looking taken aback.

“So you don’t believe in long-distance?” she says.

“It’s not for everyone,” I say, diplomatically.

“How’s Rose?” Asia asks.

“Good,” I say, automatic. “She’s . . . at work.”

“Maybe I was too quick to judge C-squared. I’ll sleep on it, I guess.” Asia sighs. “I really thought you’d agree with me on this.”

I give her an apologetic shrug.

“Wait, are those earrings you’re wearing?”

“They’re my sister’s,” I say.

“They look so good. You should wear earrings all the time.”

We spend the next few minutes talking idly about Asia’s new internship. I tell her that I helped out at the Book Nook today, and then we hang up.

On my drive home, I feel the familiar Asia-related guilt.

I met Asia my first day at Knowlton Middle School. We were last-name buddies, paired up because she was Torres and I was Turner. She had this huge smile, a funky red streak in her hair, and seemed to know everything and everyone, even though it was also her first day of middle school. Although everyone clearly liked her, she didn’t seem to have a distinct “friend group.” Throughout the day, I met a bunch of other people who were also nice, who I could easily have been friends with. Girls like Ella Camden, whose notebook was covered in stickers of boy bands through the ages, or Olivia Chan, who happened to be wearing the exact same shirt I was but wasn’t immature about it. But those girls had other friends; they were part of a larger group that I’d have to work my way into.

It sounds awful to say I was strategic about befriending Asia, but I was. She was the lone ranger Rose had told me to look out for.

Make lots of friends, but tell just one person your secrets.

Asia didn’t have a person, and neither did I.

So I went up to her right before lunch and said, “I love your hair. Do you want to be best friends?”

“Yes!” she’d said, because she was the kind of person who would say yes to absolutely anything. She reminded me the slightest bit of Rose.

Over the years, Asia has been a vault for my secrets. Mini-crushes, embarrassing moments, secret fears. It should be so easy to tell her.

My sister is missing. That’s why I came home.

But I can never seem to make the words come out.

And I don’t know who is turning out to be the bigger liar: me or Rose.





Chapter Twenty-Two




On Saturday, I have exactly two plans for the day: figure out another picture clue — any picture clue — and get my hair done.

I’ve started coming up with possible endings to the sentence/directive Rose is trying to give me, and I say some of them out loud to myself as I drive to the center of West Riverwood.

“Go to 78 Orange Street, Miami, Florida,” I imagine the sentence will say.

“Go south.”

“Go north.”

“Go crazy.”

“Go . . . to Abu Dhabi and meet me.”

The sheer number of possibilities makes my fingers tingle, my heart pound.

There were a bunch of logistical reasons me and Rose’s world trip was scheduled for after my graduation: lack of money, our parents not letting me go while I was under eighteen, getting the time off school if it wasn’t in the summer.

But now I allow myself to wonder if Rose has somehow solved all those issues. What if she’s poured her magic dust over every hurdle and I can go and meet her wherever she is?

As I’m pulling up to the small house I haven’t been to since I was eleven, I am bursting with just how much I want to see my sister again. How much I want to hear her laugh.

The house belongs to Wendy, a Jamaican friend of Mom’s, who used to braid me and Rose’s hair.

I’m in the most restless mood, desperate to find Rose’s next clue, but I force myself to relax.

Wendy is chatting my ear off and putting my hair in faux locs when I get another text from Chris.

She really, really wants me to start a band and call it Caulipeppers.

I bite my lip to keep from smiling, and when the next text comes, I’m disappointed that it’s not from Chris.

But I sit up straighter when I see what Levi has texted me.

Figured out something from the Instagram.

What???? I text back.

Where are you? Can you meet me at Big Papa’s in half an hour? he texts.

As soon as I read it, I think, Of course!

The jukebox is in Big Papa’s. It’s been so long since I’ve been to any of these places that I can no longer recognize them from a picture, not like Rose or Levi can.

Me: Give me an hour.

I figure the extra thirty minutes will give me room, but actually, I end up having to text Levi twice to push back the time because: hair.

It’s eight thirty at night when I walk into Big Papa’s, an old-school diner on the west side. I came here only a couple of times growing up, with my parents and Rose, but when I walk in, I’m hit by a wave of nostalgia that is so heavy I have to stop. I remember Dad letting me get anything I wanted on the menu, because I aced a science test. Mom laughing and stealing Dad’s fries back when my parents still traded little bits of affection. Rose drinking a strawberry milkshake so fast she got a brain freeze.

Levi waves at me from a booth near the back of the diner and near the kitchen.

I see the fluorescent-colored jukebox behind him, the one that was on Rose’s Insta, but my eyes drift back to Levi and stay there. He’s wearing a fitted white T-shirt and dark blue jeans that accentuate his swimmer’s body. For a second, I imagine I’m another girl in another world, meeting her hot date on a Saturday night. The thought makes me giddy and also a little bit sad.

“Are you wearing Levi’s?” I tease, as I slide into the booth across from him.

“Hilarious,” he says, grinning as he plays with a saltshaker.

“Or are you more of a Diesel guy?”

Levi folds his hands in front of him and shakes his head. “I’m unfazed, Turner. Do you have any idea how many denim jokes I’ve endured over the years? Most of them from Mom’s sad boyfriends.”

I feign shock. “Are you accusing me of a dad joke?”

“I’m accusing you of being late,” he says, eyes sparkling. “It’s rude to keep a gentleman caller waiting.”

Is New Levi so accustomed to harmless flirting that he doesn’t register what he’s said? I tear my gaze away and scan the diner.

“I don’t know where to start looking,” I tell him.

“How about we eat first?” Levi suggests. “Then we’ll leave no stone unturned. Might be easier to search in a couple of hours, anyway, when it’s less busy.”

I hesitate, because I’ve only found Go, and there might still be a world of places Rose is taking me.

Then I realize that I’m across a diner booth from Levi. We’re on a pseudo-date, and this might never happen again.

Do I want it to happen again?

The answer is so easy, so quickly offered by my mind, that I shuffle in my seat. “Did you order anything?”

“Not yet,” he says.

When I look up, he’s frowning at me. “Your hair.”

“Oh,” I say, touching it self-consciously. “Just wanted a change.”

“Wait, no way!” someone says, right before the sound of a crashing tray pierces the air. I turn just in time to see the person wobble around the corner and then hit the ground.

“Sloane?” I say. She’s dressed in a hot pink diner uniform and matching roller skates, and there’s a pitcher of what looks like lemonade and spilled ice all over the floor next to her.

Levi and I both jump up to help her.

“You okay?” Levi asks, offering his hand to pull her up.

“Oh, shit on a stick,” Sloane says, sounding teary as she uses Levi’s hand to right herself. “Maddox is going to kill me.”

“It’s okay,” I say quickly. “I don’t think anyone saw.”

Levi acknowledges my lie with a smile just between the two of us, as he retrieves a stack of napkins to mop up the liquid. It’s a busy Saturday night, but Sloane is right at the Employees Only door, so it’s possible only three or four tables heard her? What I’m really thinking is that I’ve met Sloane twice, and even I could have predicted that a job where she serves food on roller skates is not going to end well.

I scoop up as much ice as I can off the floor and put it on the fallen tray so it can be thrown out.

“No, you don’t understand,” Sloane says, despondent. “I’m literally on my last leg with the kitchen staff. It’s just that I saw you and was about to say hi and then I missed my step and . . .”

She sighs, readjusting her dress now that she’s upright. “Anyway, thanks for your help. What are you doing here? Are you on a date?”

She lifts her eyebrows suggestively, her woes about being fired already forgotten.

“No, we’re just friends,” I say quickly, and then kick myself for the swiftness of my response. What would Levi have said?

“Right,” he echoes behind me.

“One sec,” Sloane says, before skating back into the kitchen. I hear her yelling something at someone and then before Levi or I can even move, she’s back.

“I’m taking my break. Let’s sit,” she says.

“Is everything okay, though? Like with your boss?” I ask.

“Oh, yeah,” Sloane says, dismissively, as she guides us back to our booth. “The kitchen staff hate me. But Maddox would never fire me. He’ll yell and cuss, but he won’t fire me.”

I frown. Didn’t she say something a couple nights ago about how she couldn’t keep a job?

“He owes Rose for something,” Sloane explains, sitting down beside me. “So she made him hire me four months ago.”

My sister’s name makes something in me seize.

“She came here a lot?” I ask.

“Oh my God, yes,” Sloane says. “She lived here.”

“What about that last day? Did she come here?” Because I’m confident Rose didn’t only put up the Instagram posts on April 21, but that she put the clues in the world on that day, too.

Sloane nods. “With my brother,” she says, before adding conspiratorially, “I think this is where she broke up with him.”

It surprises me.

Did Rose decide to kill two birds with one stone: graffiti a cryptic word or two somewhere in this building for me and then shatter a man’s heart?

Sloane’s voice goes back to normal volume. “Anyway, Rose and Maddox are like this, so.” She crosses two fingers together. “He’s old enough to be my grandpa, but he loves her.”

Who doesn’t? I think, with the slightest hint of bitterness. It used to make me insecure, the fact that Rose collects friends everywhere she goes while I blend into the furniture. But it’s never annoyed me. Not until the last week since I’ve been back in Riverwood.

“What would she do?” I ask. “Like other times when she came here?”

“Sit in a corner and read. Pester the staff. Play Nina Simone on repeat and dance in the aisles.” Sloane smiles a little as if at a memory. “I genuinely thought you were her when I saw you just now. Like, even more than usual.”

I glance at my menu, trying not to react to the weight of both Levi’s and Sloane’s gazes as they take in my new hair.

“What’s good here?” I ask.

“Today’s special is homemade lasagna,” Sloane says. “Rose always gets the special. She says surprise is good for the soul. But our most popular combo is probably the number five. Bacon cheeseburger, sweet potato fries, and a double milkshake.”

“Number five,” Levi says, closing the menu. “Sounds like a plan.”

Sloane stands. “What about you, Little Turner?” She still says it in this slightly affected way, like she’s humoring me.

“I’ll have the special,” I say. As Sloane leaves, I glance around the diner again, feeling antsy. Somewhere in this restaurant, there’s another message from my sister.

“It’s killing you,” Levi says, but not in a judgmental way.

I’m apologetic. “I just can’t focus.”

He stands and slips out of his side of the booth. “Come on,” he says.

We spend the next ten minutes wandering the least conspicuous places in the diner. Empty booths, near the jukebox, looking through a pile of menus. Levi searches the men’s restroom and I search the ladies’.

We meet in the dimly lit hallway between the restrooms. While we were in our respective bathrooms, someone turned on the jukebox. Loud music fills the diner, and we have to lean in close to talk.

“I wonder if Sloane knows something,” I shout to Levi, fighting the lightheaded feeling I get when I inhale near his neck. Who knew soap and chlorine were such potent aphrodisiacs?

“Doesn’t hurt to ask,” he says, leading the way back to our booth. Sloane appears soon after we sit down, and she looks confused when I explain what we’re looking for.

“Oh. I don’t know anything about that,” Sloane says, sounding strangely wounded, and I remember how much pride she took in telling me she met Rose first.

Before I can ask her what’s wrong, she shakes off her unhappiness. “There’s a couple of places in the kitchen I can think of that she might have left a note or something. I’ll ask if I can sneak you in to check.”

“Thank you so much,” I say.

When she’s gone, I try to make myself useful, to think up potential places Rose might have left another message. But I’m too aware of Levi, too aware of his leg radiating heat not far from mine.

As soon as the latest song ends, I spring up and walk to the jukebox, annoyed with myself for being distracted when this should be all about Rose.

Except that’s exactly what I am as I search the music selection chart. Distracted.

It’s entirely accidental that I see the tiny initials next to one song.

RT.

They are minuscule, but I touch the letters anyway.

Her initials should be next to a Nina Simone song, but they’re not.

It’s a song called “Wide Awake.”

And I know without a doubt that those two words are part of my sentence, part of where Rose went.

Go . . . wide awake . . .

The jukebox is the fourth picture on the account.

So it’s Go — clue 2 — clue 3 — wide awake . . .

I take the card back to our booth with me.

“I’m not imagining this, right?” I say, thrusting it at Levi. “Those are her initials.”

He furrows his brow as he looks.

“Wide awake?” he says, and I nod, grinning big.

A physical weight lifts from my shoulders.

I’m getting closer.

I finally have more than Go.

But Levi is still frowning. “Go something wide awake?”

“It will make sense when I’m done,” I say, entirely too confident for something involving my unreliable sister, but it’s my only hope. If I won’t have an answer after this, why am I even bothering to go on this weird scavenger hunt? What’s the point if it doesn’t lead me to her?

It has to.

“Congrats,” Levi says, and I’m beaming. Relief feels like cold water on the hottest August day. I’m able to think more clearly now.

Levi and I pore over the fernweh2016 Instagram again, trying to unlock any more clues, but we come up with nothing. Finally, I set my phone aside.

While we’re waiting for Sloane to bring our food out, Levi leans forward, his elbows on the table.

A smile plays across his face. “What?” he asks. Beneath the table, it finally happens: his leg brushes mine. But neither of us moves.

“You know you’re the one who started the Little Turner thing. Why don’t you call me that anymore?”

“You’re not little anymore,” he says.

I’m not sure what to make of his words, but my ears get hot.

“Do you ever wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t left? Would we be friends, or would you still have gotten way too hot and popular to hang out with me?”

As soon as the words are out, I regret them.

“Too hot?” Levi repeats, with a giant smirk. “Tell me more.”

I roll my eyes, my face warming, too. “You know you’re hot. Stop fishing for compliments.”

Levi throws his head back and laughs, as Sloane makes her way out with our food.

For the nearly three hours until closing, Sloane comes and goes, and Levi and I eat and talk. We catch up.

It’s after midnight, and Levi and I are still sitting opposite each other, laughing over childhood memories. The kitchen staff is slowly clearing out, the other servers wiping down their tables and leaving.

All of a sudden, Levi is quiet, contemplative, but he’s smiling a little. “So we’re not going to talk about it, are we?” he asks. “The other night, in your living room?”

I open my mouth to speak, to say anything.

Sloane appears then, like a literal angel, and I grab her arm.

“We should head out,” I say.

“No, Little Turner,” Sloane protests, tossing me a dish towel. “If you’re Rose tonight, you have to dance and clean tables with me, like she would.”

I laugh but get up.

A few minutes later, “I Put a Spell on You” is playing from the jukebox. Levi leans back in the booth and watches as Sloane and I twirl and shimmy, taking longer than anyone has ever taken to wipe down three tables.

It is so much fun that I double back for Levi and grab his arm.

“I don’t dance, Turner,” he says, but he lets me pull him up.

“Of course, you do,” I say. “Everybody dances. Leaves used to break-dance.”

“Jesus,” Levi says, grimacing. “Don’t remind me.”

We laugh because Robin thought for a while that break dancing was the ideal way to channel all his unbridled energy.

I tug at his arm until he gives in and starts doing the robot.

Different songs are playing now. “We Will Rock You” and “Party in the U.S.A.” and “Yellow Submarine.” And slowly, Levi starts to unfold, like a paper crane or some other piece of origami. He does the Electric Slide and moonwalks terribly, but seeing him moving and alive, seeing Leaves, is like breathing in fresh air after the longest time. He is not completely unfettered; he is containment within the uncontainment, but it’s just the right amount.

Afterward, neither of us wants to go home.

I can tell because we linger between our cars in the parking lot, even after Sloane kisses my cheek, gets on her motorcycle, and rides off.

We talk idly about long-ago memories and movies we’ve seen and TV shows we haven’t.

When Levi finally suggests going to the playground in Westwood Park and stargazing, like we used to do as kids, I am bursting with relief.

And I know I should be piecing things together: Go and wide awake and everything in between, but all I think is Levi, Levi, Levi.

He beats me to the playground, I park next to his truck, and we cut across the grass. Westwood Park is clean and unusually bright, ready for tomorrow’s stone-skipping contest. We stop when we come to the playground, the same one the three of us and, later, Elodie used to hang out in all the time.

“Remember when this was all sand and not carpet?” Levi says. “Back in the day?”

He lies flat on a bit of said carpet — or rubber mulch, more correctly. He puts his arms behind his head.

“It literally was always mulch. You’re misremembering.”

I lie supine beside him, only a few inches between us.

“I’m not misremembering when you got stuck in that slide and Rose had to go back in and physically retrieve you. I feel like we don’t talk about that nearly enough,” Levi says, playful.

“I feel like we don’t talk nearly enough about how terrible your taste in socks used to be,” I retort.

“We definitely don’t talk enough about how Elodie used to be terrified of dogs,” Levi says with a laugh.

“Oh my God, not all dogs though!” I say, as I recall it. “Just little ones. The tinier, the more afraid she was.”

We whisper and laugh for so long that when we’re finally quiet, it feels like the whole world is fast asleep. No ambulance sirens, barely any cars driving by, no strangers cutting through Westwood Park.

I feel Levi flex and unflex his hand, brushing mine, and before I make the conscious decision to do so, I catch it.

There is a moment when we are just lying there, holding hands, and then he pulls me to him and I’m lying on top of him. In a very similar position to three nights ago.

This time, when he presses his lips to mine, I don’t pull back.

Levi kisses like I guessed he would.

Slow and soft and deep. He kisses like he knows what he’s doing, like he’s an expert at it.

Everything changes when my hand slides under his shirt, over his stomach, and up his chest, and he groans.

My heart goes tachycardic, beating at double speed, because he pulls me even closer, and his kisses get wilder, less controlled. His hands roam up my sides, my rib cage, my bra.

It is a Leaves kiss. And I like it so much that I could explode.

We are all hands and writhing bodies, all want and pleasure.

But when his hands still and his kisses get less frantic, more measured, I know he’s back in control. Levi is kissing me now, and I can feel him bunching up my shirt as he makes a fist with his hand.

My teeth sink into his bottom lip, and I feel him shiver and it’s Leaves again.

We do this for what feels like hours, Leaves and New Levi, friends and not friends, back and forth and back and forth.

All the boy advice Rose ever gave me runs through my mind.

Favorite book.

Find someone and have a good time until you don’t.

“Home,” Levi breathes after forever. “I should get you home.”

“Just a little longer,” I whisper against his mouth, and Leaves is in charge, so we stay five extra minutes. I savor every second of it because I know that in the morning, everything that seems easy will be complicated again.

He will be the friend I left behind, and my sister will be the one I came back for.





Chapter Twenty-Three




My lips are swollen on Sunday from last night’s kisses.

I press my finger to my mouth as I replay it all, the feeling of Levi’s weight on my body. His soft-but-not-quite lips. What does kissing mean for our relationship, and why does it feel scarier than the everything-but-not-naked we did in the living room? Is this how it’s supposed to be when you kiss a boy and don’t care what his favorite book is? Is this how it feels to break the rules you live by? And why is what I feel, more than almost anything else, terror?

My heart skips a beat when I see I have a text.

Not Levi.

Chris: Is it true that she’s deathly allergic to horses?

I hesitate before I write back. He doesn’t text daily, but sometimes my sister’s ex feels like one of the few threads connecting me to her. Fernweh is the biggest one. The other is this man who’s just as torn up as I am about being left behind. I like having someone to talk minuscule Rose details with. No one else will do that with me.

Me: Yes.

Chris: I could never tell if she just hated them or if they actually make her sick.

Me: Both

Chris: Ha

Knowing this one thing that Rose’s ex doesn’t makes me feel good, like I’m a world-renowned expert on my sister, despite all the things it’s turned out I didn’t know.

Me: She’s also allergic to most seafood.

Chris: Is that a rich person thing?

Me: ???

Chris: Seafood is expensive. Only rich people can afford to be allergic to it.

Me: Lol

We keep texting about Rose for the next few minutes as I stretch and start to get ready for the day.

Talking about Rose’s quirks, her tiny intricacies, makes me ache for her. Makes me more desperate to find her.

Dad isn’t home yet when I leave the house. As I lock up, I can hear rhythmic lapping in the pool as Levi swims, but I don’t stop next door.

My plan had been to go and keep searching the Book Nook.

But this morning, before Chris texted and while I was reliving the taste of Levi’s lips, I zoomed in on the bench picture on fernweh2016, and I saw something I recognized. It’s the caduceus symbol, the famous medical icon of a rod or staff with two snakes wrapped around it. Many hospitals and medical texts use it; Rose knew I would recognize it.

I could also make out the words In Loving Memory of Pat, but that’s it. Not the letters after Pat. Not the last name. And since the symbol can be used by any medical facility, I pretty much have to cover all of Riverwood today. West and east side.

I start at an assisted living facility close to our house, All Saints, and even though there is a bench behind the building, it is not red and has no dedication or names on it. I go to the next facility on my phone.

While I’m driving between medical buildings, Mom calls. She is having another crisis re: Vantage Point Studios.

“I posted a video of how to draw a sunset in thirty seconds, so naturally they posted one of how to draw a sunrise in ten seconds,” she says, dismayed. “Next thing, they’ll be teaching people to draw just by manifesting the image in their mind.”

“What they do doesn’t affect you,” I tell her. “You’re great at what you do.”

“It’s not enough to be great if someone else is greater,” she says, and the thought makes me think of my sister, who for some reason felt like she couldn’t compete with me.

“But it’s what you love to do,” I remind Mom. Before she took up Quick and Arty full-time, my mother used to teach night art classes for a local studio. “Teaching art is your thing.”

Mom perks up. “You know what, Emmy?” she says. “You’re right. It is my thing. Who says only VPS can make ten-second videos? I’m going to beat them at their own game.”

“Um,” I say. My pep talk was meant to be more of the “stay in your own lane” variety, but Mom seems to have taken it entirely the opposite way.

“Thanks, honey!” she says, cheerfully. “I don’t know what I would do without you. Just never leave me while you go and Eat Pray Love your way around the world.”

At the almost-mention of my sister, I ask, “Mom, when was the last time you spoke to Rose?”

“Probably sometime in March,” she says. “We texted mostly.”

“Dad told me that she decided to stay in Riverwood,” I admit now.

Mom is quiet a minute. “She was so stubborn even at thirteen,” she says. “That town is a depressive episode waiting to happen. Rose is just like me, and you know what? I always knew she would find her way out. It was you I was worried about.”

“Me?” I say, incredulous.

“You’re so much like your father. More reserved, more . . . timid. I think Rose knew you would shrivel in that town, which is why she didn’t entertain the idea of both of you staying with your dad. She was constantly worrying about you, you know. If you were happy, if you were safe. We even had an argument about it in September.”

My heart feels sticky and slow. Dad said something changed with Rose in September. “What did you argue about?”

“She called me to ask me to take better care of you. Something like that. I got a little defensive. Of course, I take good care of you, I’m your mother,” Mom says, sounding annoyed even now. “But Rose was very insistent. She said, ‘Emmy is special, and you need to take care of her. Take care of her like I would.’”

“Maybe she was already planning on leaving that far back,” I say.

Is that what her fernweh message is going to tell me?

I want to travel or I hate Riverwood or even I’m someone you don’t know.

I pull into the visitor parking of Riverwood General, which is on the west side. It’s the only hospital in Riverwood and was originally called Westwood General, but the east-siders revolted. R-Gen is also where Dad works.

“I’m starting to think so, too,” Mom says.

It’s the first time it has occurred to me that Rose might have started planning her escape a long time ago. But if she wanted to leave Riverwood that badly, why wouldn’t she just have moved to San Francisco to be with me and Mom? Why disappear and then leave clues all over a town that is no longer my home?

The betrayal feels fresh and painful, but I barely have time to process it because I’m seeing that the bench in front of the emergency room is red.

“Mom, I have to go. I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Okay, love you, baby.”

I climb out of my car and hurry over to the bench. My heart leaps as I see that it looks just like the one in Rose’s picture. But when I get close, it says: In Loving Memory of Elsa Durnham (1943–2003).

It’s the wrong bench, but I’m pretty sure I’m in the right place. I inspect the entire perimeter of the hospital, looking for red benches. When I finally spot another, it’s in front of the Patrick Holiday Cardiovascular Unit.

I’m already putting his name into Google, but as I get to the bench, I confirm what it says: In Loving Memory of Patrick Holiday (1937–2015).

The first hit is the Patrick Holiday Foundation, but I try the second, “Patrick Holiday obituary.”

The picture at the top of the page is of a smiling man in his seventies. I get the strangest feeling that I know him, that I’ve seen him before. Am I imagining it? Or is his name familiar because there’s an entire hospital wing named after him?

I keep scrolling.

Patrick Holiday, 78, went suddenly to be with his Lord and Savior on December 7, 2015. His loved ones are convinced he chose to go in Golden Channel Mall close to Christmastime for its dramatic flair, as well as to avoid carrying his wife’s shopping to the car. Patrick, a longtime supporter of the Cincinnati Bengals, is survived by Susannah, the love of his life and his wife of fifty-two years. Patrick also leaves behind three adoring adult children, Bobby (and Ellen), Thomas, and Veronica (and Stu), who will miss being shamed by his karaoke choices and inappropriate nicknames. His grandkids, Chloe, Anderson, River, and Chance, will miss their PopPop and his fierce hugs. No one will miss his impersonations of Johnny Cash. Celebration of Life to be held at Crossroads Church, East Riverwood, Ohio, on December 12, 2015, at 3 p.m.

In lieu of gifts, please donate to the American Heart Association.

I read the second line again — His loved ones are convinced he chose to go in Golden Channel Mall close to Christmastime — and then go back to look at the man’s face. And then the date.

December 7, 2015.

“Holy shit,” I say out loud, because I think this is the man we saw who died at the mall.

How did Rose find him?

How did she know he was from East Riverwood when he died in the city an hour away from our town?

I drop to the ground so I can inspect the bench. I find the words carved into the back of it.

And live — RT

I take a picture of it.

It’s the third clue so Rose’s sentence is: Go . . . and live wide awake . . .

I’m still crouched on the floor when a woman in scrubs comes out into the courtyard.

“Honey, I don’t want to call security on you again,” she says in a voice that is not unkind.

I blink at her, my mind still whirling with thoughts of what Rose is trying to tell me.

“I’m just trying to . . .”

“You can’t keep coming here, going to his house and his church. It’s stalking.”

I stand up to my full height. “I think you’re mixing me up with someone.”

The nurse walks right up to me and puts a gentle hand on my shoulder, completely disregarding what I just said.

“Let’s take a seat.”

I have no choice; when she sits on the Patrick Holiday bench, I do the same.

She sighs loudly, looking at me. “When I didn’t see you the last few months, I hoped whatever it was that kept bringing you here had finally let you go.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, shaking my head.

“What you’re doing is a crime,” she says softly. “Do you know that? You have to respect his family’s wishes.”

“His family?” I repeat, perplexed. “But I never . . .”

And then I understand.

“Oh,” I say. “I’m . . . God, I’m so sorry.”

Rose.

She thinks I’m Rose.

“I know you’re probably a good kid, and you didn’t mean any harm, but it’s been incredibly painful for his loved ones. For your sake, they don’t want to get the police involved. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

I blink hard at her. “Yes.”

She squeezes my shoulder and stands. “Take care, hon,” she says. “If you believe like I do, then Patrick is in a better place.”

I walk like a zombie back to my car, and my head is spinning with completely different thoughts than I arrived with.

I don’t even care about and live.

Rose found the man who died in front of us. She found his family.

It’s been seven years. Has she been following their lives all this time, or did she just recently find them?

Did she stalk them? It sounds like she stalked them.

“Oh God,” I say.

I feel like I’m going to be sick, and I push my car seat back and lower my head between my knees.

All the lies Rose told me about her life. The way Dad said she was difficult to live with, touchy, angry.

I think about what Mom told me today, how Rose told our mother to “take care of me.” Was it because my sister was having some type of breakdown? Was she planning to do something bad? Did she plan to hurt people?

Jesus.

“Who are you?” I whisper to the silence of the car.

And even though I just found two new words from her, I get no answers.





Chapter Twenty-Four




When I get home, Dad is watching Solved Medical Mysteries.

“Hey, Em, how’s the car running?” he asks, as I walk by the living room.

“The Lemon?” I say, distractedly. “Yeah, good. Fine.”

“Want to sit and watch with me like old times?” Dad asks, patting the couch beside him.

“I would, but I have to go spiral,” I mumble.

“Have to go do what?” Dad frowns.

“Shower,” I say. “I have to go shower.”

Upstairs, instead of showering, I try to self-soothe by drawing an ear, outside to inside, pinna to cochlea. I work on making it perfect, as if getting it just right will erase all the questions I have about my sister, but it doesn’t.

When a text from Chris arrives, I look at it but don’t respond.

Her British accent is fckin terrible.

She stalked someone, did you know that? I want to write back. This game we’ve been playing where we trade facts about Rose; does either of us actually even know a thing that’s true or relevant? This discovery isn’t in the same vein as finding out that Rose had a vibrator or that she smoked or that she cut off some of her friends; this feels icky and serious and possibly dangerous.

I’ve never been embarrassed of Rose in my life, but the thought of her going to Patrick’s house over and over, her going to his hospital wing so often that the staff recognize her, that they’re invoking the police. I can’t take it, and I feel suddenly protective of Rose.

If Chris doesn’t know, I’m not going to be the one to tell him.

I’m not going to tell anyone.

I get up and make dinner, but I can barely eat.

Even the thought of the scavenger hunt has lost all its excitement.

Later that night, I strip out of my clothes and hop into the shower of the bathroom Rose and I used to share. I stand in there for way too long, maybe up to an hour, drawing amorphous blobs in the steamed glass.

What if Rose was dangerous?

What if my sister was so good at fighting nighttime monsters because she was one?

I think back to our best memories, talking late into the night, laughing till we were in stitches, dancing in pajamas on our single beds. There is no comfort in any of those moments, because I can’t look back at even one of them and be certain that I knew my sister completely at that instant in time.

So what is she trying to tell me?

Is this what her fernweh sentence is leading to? Some sort of confession?

Or is this whole scavenger hunt yet another distraction she’s created to hide who and what she is?

I’m more desperate than ever to know.

Back in my room, I see that I have several texts from Levi.

Hey, stopped by your place earlier. Thought I might see you today ☺

Also: I had fun last night.

And then: I broke up with Olga.

I’m typing back before I can stop myself: I thought you weren’t together.

Levi, almost instantly: You know what I mean.

I hesitate before I write back because what does it mean? I think of the way he kissed me last night. I think of what happened in my living room, and my heart beats faster. I want to see Levi right this minute, to put my arms around his waist, to dance with him in Big Papa’s again, to send messages with our light switches at night.

But here’s the thing: I don’t think I can be in love without Rose here.

I wouldn’t know how to be.

As hurt and confused as I am, hers is still the loudest voice in my head, the face I wish I saw in the mirror.

So I write back. Why would you do that?

Me: I can’t stay.

Levi doesn’t respond.

Over the next few days, we don’t talk or text, and I feel the way I did when I first came back to town, like I’ve lost something I can’t name.

Chris texts me details about Rose on and off.

I try to decode the last three pictures in the fernweh2016 Instagram, but I can’t.

I mean, I guess that the black rubber in the fifth picture is a tire. The Lemon’s tire, maybe. Except I search and search in there, and I find no significant notes or words from Rose, nothing signed RT.

I try to string a sentence together with what I do have.

Go . . . and live wide awake . . .

It’s slightly nonsensical, and clearly not what she intended, but the fact that it is starting to feel like something, solid and tangible, encourages me.

I spend hours upon hours trying to solve the clues.

I go to the Book Nook every day and continue helping Sabrina. Both because I can’t find whatever words Rose left there, and because I am listless and lonely, and it gives me something to do.

I work several nine-to-five shifts, getting to know the rhythm of Rose’s life, the pace of a popular small-town bookstore. I get Sloane to invite me everywhere she and the rest of their group go. This means driving to the city in a crowded car one evening while Dad is on a night shift. It means dancing in a club in teetering heels until my feet hurt. It means realizing beer is not the devil, and that three wine coolers will have me puking out the door of Bosch’s Nissan halfway back to Riverwood. It means finding that I can take exactly three inhales of cigarette smoke without coughing. It means hanging out with Chris for the first time since our fight outside the warehouse and discovering that when he’s not actively being an asshole, he is tolerable. He is a vault of knowledge about Rose — not about where she went, of course, but about the little things that no one else will talk about with me. Her favorite T-shirt, her ringtone, the snoring habit she must have recently developed. I find out Chris is the only person other than me and Dad, in the entire world, who has seen over a hundred episodes of Solved Medical Mysteries. And he is the one person who doesn’t blink or act weirded out by my locs.

It’s Monday now, eight days since I found the last clue. Eight days since I found out Rose was stalking people. Eight days since this slightly bitter taste, the taste of dread, first coated my tongue.

I’ve seen Levi a bunch — playing soccer with Tai, building furniture in the yard with Peter, swimming in his pool — but he has stopped acknowledging me.

He ended things with Olga for me, and one of the first things I told him was “I can’t stay.”

Sometimes, I really hate myself.

Today is the first day Sabrina is letting me run the counter by myself. She’s around the store, fixing displays and hand-selling books to customers, but she’s not hovering directly over me.

The store’s rhythm is fast but predictable, which gives me time to do rote searches while mulling over the situation with Levi. It gives me time to wonder what my sister would say about the complicated relationship I’ve developed with our former best friend over the couple of weeks I’ve been home. Would she hate that I ignored her rule about only kissing boys with favorite books? Would she hate that the boy I’ve done more with than any other, thought about more than any other, is the one boy who wouldn’t bow to her? I wish I could call my sister and tell her everything. Loneliness feels like a tapeworm, deep and long and parasitic inside me. I miss being able to text Rose when I have something on my mind. I miss the feeling of knowing someone in addition to being known by them.

How long has it been since I truly knew Rose? When I was ten and she was twelve? Younger than that? Never?

My mind is racing through the mess that is me and Rose’s relationship when I notice an Asian woman with a bob and short bangs staring at me. I smile at her, wondering if she has a question for me, but she quickly looks away. I watch as she picks a magazine up from the stand and flips too quickly through it to actually be reading. Maybe she’s waiting for someone?

I go back to leafing methodically through all the books on the shelf in front of me. Because I’m me, I get drawn into an anatomy and physiology textbook, paying particular attention to the graphics. The way the images take an organ like the spleen from something abstract and vague, to this concrete, visual, ear-shaped organ.

I’m so immersed in my reading that I don’t notice when the woman leaves.

The next day, though, she’s there again, right at opening. This time, she orders a muffin and sits at a café table, playing on her phone. Any time I pass her to walk between shelves, I feel her gaze on me, heavy and unrelenting.

“Do you know who that woman is?” I ask Sabrinalove, when we’re both behind the counter and she’s showing me how to ring up customer loyalty cards.

Sabrina follows my gaze to where the woman is in the Mystery section.

“No, I don’t think I’ve seen her before.”

The woman doesn’t show up on Wednesday and I don’t go into the bookstore on Thursday, but on Friday, she’s there again, this time looking through our games but staring straight at me.

A possible explanation is forming in my head. She might think I’m Rose. This could be the lead I’ve been feeling around blindly for while I stumbled through my sister’s life.

When she sits on a couch near the kids’ corner, I walk over to her.

“Hi, can I help you with anything?”

She looks taken aback. “Oh, no. No, just reading this magazine.” She holds it up as if to show me.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” I say, “but I’ve noticed you watching me. Do I remind you of someone?”

She looks embarrassed. “I’m sorry,” she says. “It’s just, my husband has a photo of someone who looks like you on his phone. Had.”

I must look stricken because she adds, “But maybe you just look like her.”

“My sister used to work here,” I tell her, even though I’m stuck on her words. Her husband had a picture of Rose on his phone? What did Rose have to do with some married stranger? My heart sinks as the possibilities pile up in my mind.

Affair.

Stalking.

Stealing.

What is Rose not capable of?

“That must be it,” the woman says, nodding.

“Can you sit?” she asks, wringing her hands.

I lower myself onto the opposite end of the couch.

“I’m Claudia,” she says.

“Emmy.”

“Is your sister . . . around?” she asks, leaning forward, tentative.

I think about lying to her, but what would I gain from that?

I shake my head. “She’s missing,” I say, an inexplicable lump forming in my throat despite how many times I’ve now talked about Rose being gone. “I don’t know where she is.”

The woman’s eyes widen and then she looks down at her lap. “I’m sorry,” she says.

“I just think . . .” she begins. Stops.

Very carefully she says, “I suspect that your sister was the last person to see my husband before he died.”





Chapter Twenty-Five




“My husband’s name was Guy,” Claudia says. “We have two girls, three and five. He was the best dad to them, but he had a lot of issues.”

Affair, affair.

That’s all I’m thinking.

“I’m sorry,” I say, automatically, like we both already know what she’s going to say. I grip our bracelets as I wait to hear the rest.

How could my sister — my flesh and blood — tear apart another family when she knew how devastating our family breakup was? And ours was a civil war, for God’s sake. Cordial and civilized, our parents acting like the best versions of themselves.

“He struggled with a lot of demons,” she says. “Addiction. Mental health issues.”

She shakes her head. “His moods could be so up and down. About a year ago, though, he got a new job. Things started looking up. We moved out from his mother’s house to a place of our own in Bolton.”

Claudia stares down at her hands. “He told me he had found an online support group for people in Riverwood, Bolton, and all the towns close by. That it was making him feel better.”

I’m frowning now because this story is not going in the direction I thought it would.

“I’m sorry, what does this have to do with Rose?” I ask.

I was expecting something like that Guy and Rose met and fell in love, or they had a one-night stand and she stalked him. I’m expecting any number of awful things, but not the one Claudia says.

“Your sister was part of the group.”

Okay, I think.

Not the worst thing in the world. Rose was part of a support group.

Good.

Maybe she needed it to quit stalking that poor man’s family.

Claudia looks down and then sniffs. “I guess Rose and Guy were friends. I don’t . . .” She shakes her head, unable to go on. The story line in my head picks up steam again.

Rose and Guy had an affair.

A tide of sadness washes over me, but all I can do is wait and watch Claudia struggle to breathe, watch her struggle to talk about what happened.

“Three months ago, Guy woke up early and told me he was going for a walk.” She smiles a little. “He’s always been an early bird, so I didn’t think anything of it. But he went and kissed the girls, too. He usually took Bruno, our dog, with him on his hikes, but not that day.”

My stomach is tight with dread, heart beating hard in my chest. I already know this story doesn’t have a happy ending, but I’m desperate to be wrong. As hopeless as it is, I’m desperate for everything to end up okay. It’s like hoping for a patient to survive in the middle of their postmortem.

“The police found him a few hours later. He had . . .” Claudia shakes her head. “You don’t need the details, but he’d taken his father’s gun.”

“Oh my God,” I whisper, feeling the urge to reach out and take Claudia’s hand. I don’t, though, because we are strangers. And my sister might have something horrible to do with Guy’s death. Maybe Claudia doesn’t want me holding her hand.

Still, my heart feels like it is bleeding out on the floor of this bookstore.

“After he passed, I logged into his laptop. I wanted to message his friends in the support group and tell them what had happened.”

Claudia looks me right in the eye now. “The site . . . it wasn’t what I thought it was at all. It’s on the dark web and they call it Rabbit Hole. It’s almost like a club. All of them talking constantly about death, making plans. It’s . . . scary.”

I’m confused, but I let her keep talking.

“I looked through Guy’s phone and I saw that he’d been texting someone that last morning, making plans to meet. She sent him her picture to show him what she looked like. The picture had her by the book tower in this store. I’d been here once just to Christmas shop, so I recognized it. That’s why I’ve been coming here.”

I’m starting to feel slightly nauseous.

“They’d agreed to meet in Eastwood Park.”

Rose was at Eastwood Park on April 21.

“Bolton is east of Riverwood, so it was closer for Guy to drive to the east side to meet your sister.”

“Do you think they . . .” I can barely get out the words.

Claudia shakes her head firmly. “No,” she says. “They were only friends. He had a lot of flaws, but I know Guy would never disrespect me like that.”

I nod, so nervous for what is still to come that I don’t even feel relieved that Claudia seems so sure Rose wasn’t having an affair with Guy. And it’s the saddest thing that I don’t have that same assurance, that I can’t say with confidence what my older sister would and wouldn’t do.

“But some of the people on the site, they have . . . I guess, pacts? The texts between Rose and Guy were short. It said ‘7 a.m. at Eastwood park’ and she responded ‘sure’ and that was it. So I don’t know if your sister had the same plans as Guy. I don’t know if they were in it together. I don’t know.”

Claudia is crying now, silent tears streaming down her face.

“You don’t think she . . . you’re assuming she was . . .”

“I don’t know,” Claudia repeats. “Just that they met. That was April 21.”

Rose’s last day of work. Rose’s last full day in Riverwood.

She met with a man who was planning to kill himself.

But she talked to me that night. That was the night we had our one and only major fight. So she couldn’t have had the same plans he did.

“You don’t think she, like, helped him or something?” I say, horrified.

“I’m not saying that,” Claudia says. “Honestly, I don’t know what happened, and I can’t speculate. It won’t bring Guy back.”

But everything she’s not saying comes out loud and clear. She thinks the reason Rose is missing is because she killed herself.

Claudia sniffs. “I’m going to go to the police,” she says. “But I wanted to see what I could learn about Rose. If she’d been . . . found.”

“Rose isn’t suicidal,” I hear myself saying, emphasis on the isn’t. “She has issues but not that.”

Claudia nods. “Finding out that something had happened to Guy nearly killed me. The shock is so excruciating, it almost blinds you,” she says. “I thought if Rose’s family or friends heard it from me first, it might, I don’t know, lessen the blow?”

She shakes her head. “Not that anything can do that.” She sighs. “Emmy, I don’t know what the police will do with the information when I go to them, but you should look into the site. I can tell you how to find it.”

She rattles off a list of instructions, while I just stare at her.

“I don’t think I need . . .” I begin, because we can’t be having this conversation about Rose. Rose. The girl who would drag me outside to dance when it rained. The girl who frequently laughs so hard she snorts.

She’s also a girl who perfected an image of herself, created a million illusions.

But some kind of suicide forum? A suicide pact?

Rose?

It’s not possible.

It can’t be true.

“You know her better than I do,” Claudia says. “I just thought you might need answers. I think having all these questions and no answers has been the worst part of this whole thing.”

Her voice breaks. “I mean, apart from missing Guy.”

I lean forward then and hug her.

She smells like Tide detergent and flowery perfume.

She sobs into my shoulder for what feels like hours, and it’s weird that I am the one holding us up when I feel like I’m levitating.

Finally, she lets go. She steps back, swiping a hand under her eyes.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I tell her, voice gentle like I might startle a sleeping giant.

“Thank you,” Claudia says.

She picks her handbag up from the couch.

“I hope you find her safe,” Claudia says. “I really, really hope that for you.”

Now it’s my turn to say thank you, but I can’t force out the words. I watch her leave, following her walk through the aisle, past the giant book tower that is the centerpiece of the Book Nook. Out the front door, and past the windows of the store.

I sink back onto the couch.

A few minutes ago, I had questions about where Rose went, why she went. But a few minutes ago, it seemed completely likely that we would find Rose happy and healthy and alive. It seemed completely likely that she has been eating Parisian delicacies and touring the pyramids and kissing foreign men, just doing those things without me.

Now, suddenly, there is the possibility that my sister, my best friend, the closest thing to sunshine in human form . . .

I can’t even think the words.

I can’t believe them.

So I swipe at the tears collecting on my lower lashes, and I go back behind the counter to help Sabrina.

“Everything okay?” she asks, eyeing me suspiciously. I guess in the weeks that I’ve volunteered here I haven’t established a reputation for sitting down to have tearful chats with customers. I’ve told Sabrina lots of times to treat me like I’m a real employee, even though I won’t let her pay me.

“She just read The Kite Runner,” I tell Sabrina. “She didn’t see the ending coming.”

Sabrina nods, but still looks mildly concerned. “You’re okay, though, Emmy?”

“I’m great,” I lie.





Chapter Twenty-Six




When I get home from the Book Nook, I march up to my room, grab the box of Marlboro Golds from Rose’s closet, then find a lighter in the kitchen.

I stand in the backyard, leaning against the wall as I inhale the three deep breaths my meager lung capacity will allow me before I start coughing. I watch the wisps of smoke spiraling into the air, and they almost look beautiful. They are proof of life, the way a pulse is proof of life or the way brain waves demonstrate that a person is alive.

I hear the words in my sister’s voice. Thou shalt never, ever smoke.

I take an extra drag and stifle a cough.

“Then you shouldn’t have left me,” I tell her.

Peter comes out the back door of their house, one phone to his ear, the other in his hand. He is talking in a quiet, urgent tone, but he seems to do a double take when he sees me.

I raise my hand in greeting.

Levi’s stepdad does not wave back.

I stub out the cigarette, then go back inside and pick up my phone.

Ahhh, me and Callie are back on.

At least our date is back on for this weekend.

Callllll mmeeeee

As I’m staring at Asia’s texts, trying to drum up the right response to send back, a brand-new text comes in from Mom.

Disaster: Vantage Point Studios is now drawing things in five seconds. FIVE.

Then another.

I am finished. :( :( :(

I don’t text either of them back.

I text Chris.

Me: Do you know a guy called Guy?

Chris: That a joke?

Me: No.

Chris: No.

Me: Did Rose?

Chris: I don’t know. Why?

Me: No reason.

I decide Claudia’s information must be wrong.

Still, just to be sure, I turn my phone face-down on the bed and reach for Rose’s phone on the desk.

I look through her text messages to see if I missed something — something from a Guy. But there’s nothing. She clearly deleted any of their correspondence, not wanting to leave a trail.

But then that’s exactly what she did do: she left me a trail to find her.

What if Rose is not gallivanting through Asia? What if she isn’t somewhere I can join her?

Claudia’s visit should push me to fly through the rest of the clues. It should push me to focus harder than I ever have and figure out what she was telling me.

Go . . . and live wide awake . . .

Because what if it is something good? The sentence has the word “live” in it. That has to be good, right?

But what if it’s bad?

I can’t process the thought, so I don’t.

If I just act like Claudia never came into the store today and told me everything she did, then it never happened.

If it never happened, Rose is fine.

She’s out there somewhere being reckless and young and selfish. I thought those were the worst things she could be. Now, I know there’s something worse. Something more final.

“Screw this,” I say, starting a new message to Sloane.

What are you guys doing tonight?? I’m in for whatever.

Sloane writes back immediately. ROSE??????????

Shit.

I sent the message from Rose’s phone.

I feel like the worst person for texting from a missing person’s phone.

Before I can write back to apologize, though, another emotion washes over me. It’s certainty.

Rose is alive.

Rose is fine.

I am in her room, in her clothes, on her phone.

She is in the middle of telling me something, and until I finish the sentence, she is still speaking.

I don’t care if I am the only thing keeping her alive. If my unwillingness to keep solving the clues is the only thing keeping her alive. It’s enough.

Little Turner? Is that you? Sloane texts back. She’s figured it out without me having to say so.

I can feel her disappointment even via text.

What are you guys doing tonight? I text from my own phone.

Sloane sends me an address.

I spend the next hour getting ready. I let my locs hang loose, layer on mascara and the expresso lipstick. Putting the black beauty mark has become as much a part of my routine as anything else. I wear earrings and a short black dress I find in the back of Rose’s closet. It has a racerback, so my wings are in full view, but Dad isn’t home so I’m not worried about it.

“Holy shit,” Sloane says when she sees me. “You look exactly like her.”

I smile, like it’s a compliment. And it is.

Rose is dazzling and fearless and beautiful and glamorous. I am dazzling and fearless and beautiful and glamorous. And I’m drunk off the feeling.

I get actually drunk, too, on three and a half beers at the house party some nameless faceless person is throwing. Chris is weird tonight. He stares and stares at me, like he can’t understand how I’m here. Eventually, I cross the room and go to him.

“Are you just going to watch me all night?” I ask, yelling over the music so he can hear me.

“What do you suggest I do instead?” he asks, leaning down to speak into my ear.

I shrug and take another swig from my beer.

“Do you dance?” he asks.

I shake my head, even though I do and I did. With Levi.

Chris grabs my hand anyway and pulls me out into the middle of the room. He is a surprisingly good dancer, unexpectedly nimble.

“Does that mean good in bed?” he asks, when we’re dancing close to a fast pop song and I tell him this. He tugs one of my locs for the quickest second, and it’s a lot like being in kindergarten.

And I know he’s only being nice to me because I look like her. I know he’s only not being a jackass because I’m wearing her clothes and I have her eyes and she broke his heart, but I still throw my head back and laugh.

“It means graceful,” I say. “It means you can dance.”

“Nah, I like good in bed,” he says.

I glance away from him, my cheeks warm.

Go . . . and live wide awake . . .

I swallow the words, the thought, the sentence.

Sloane is dancing, too, with a couple of girls I’ve never seen before making each other crack up and huddling in a way that makes me miss Asia. I rarely attend parties back home, but I miss gossip sessions with Asia, staying over at each other’s places, helping her dye her hair its latest color.

After a couple of songs, I drift back to the wall, and Bosch and Chris join me. Chris announces that he’s going out for a smoke, Bosch says he’ll have one, too, and somehow I’m following them out of the house. It is raining, a steady pitter-patter on the roof.

The three of us pass a cigarette between us as we stay in the overhang to avoid the rain.

Bosch starts talking about a girl he wants to ask out.

“Ask out?” I say, incredulous. “What, like, you want to date her?”

Bosch and Chris exchange a look over my head. “What’s wrong with dating?” Bosch asks.

“Nobody dates anymore,” I tell him, like I have a great deal of knowledge on the matter. “In fact, in general, I think relationships suck. They are a societal ploy meant to keep us from knowing our true selves.”

“Word?” Bosch says, seeming genuinely surprised.

“Word,” I say.

Chris stares out at the street, a smile playing on his lips.

“Why don’t you sing for anyone?” I ask him, because it’s a question I always want an answer to: Why did Rose say he would be something big?

“You have to be special,” Chris says.

“I am special.”

Bosch laughs.

It’s past one in the morning when I stumble off Sloane’s motorcycle. Somehow no matter how much she drinks, she never actually gets drunk. But the payoff is that she is just as uncoordinated sober as everyone else is wasted.

“Everything in moderation, Little Turner,” Sloane says when I ask her how she’s still clearheaded enough to do anything.

“I am,” I say, indignant.

“You don’t have to outdo Rose,” she says quietly.

I look at her without saying a word, and then I turn and head for my front door. My stomach lurches the slightest bit, and I wonder if I’m going to end up on my knees puking in Dad’s bushes.

Luckily, though, I make it inside the house and into the guest bathroom before I collapse on the floor, hugging the ivory throne.

I’m sitting there waiting for everything I’ve ingested to come back up when I hear Sloane’s words again.

You don’t have to outdo Rose.

But what did Rose do? How do I outdo her if I don’t even know what she did?

And how do I know if I don’t search?

A gust of cool air blows through a nearby vent, making me feel slightly less nauseous and sweaty.

At this exact moment, I don’t know if I love or hate or miss my sister, and I wonder if this is how she felt about me. A mixture of things, a complication of things. I used to think our bond was perfect, that it was the kind of pure love you can only find in a sister. Uncontaminated by distance or envy or differences in personality. But now I wonder if I was foolish to think that anything real could be pure. I’m not sure anything that makes you alive, like loving somebody, can be simple enough to be distilled. Even breathing pure oxygen will kill a person. Maybe love is meant to be imperfect.

The thought is just deep enough to distract me, so I don’t hear Dad’s footsteps until he’s almost right at the door of the guest bathroom.

“Emmy?”

I don’t have time to close the door or jump up or move before he’s standing in the doorway over my shoulder, looking horrified and shocked.

“What in God’s name,” he says slowly, as he takes in my disheveled state. My messy makeup, my intimate position with the toilet, my tiny dress — 

“Is that a . . .”

Shit.

— my wings.

I mean to come up with an amazing excuse — food poisoning, or maybe body snatchers — but what comes out instead is “I thought you were working a night shift.”

“That’s tomorrow night,” Dad says, in disbelief.

My father blinks and, then just like that, his horrified expression is gone and all that’s there is disappointment. His eyes have that heaviness, that sadness I hate so much.

“I think maybe you should go home,” Dad says, his voice quiet.

I am stunned.

“Home?” I repeat.

“San Francisco,” Dad says.

I feel wounded, betrayed, queasy.

He’s not even going to give me a lecture? He’s not going to ground me? No three strikes, like he always gave Rose?

He turns and starts to walk away.

“Dad.” My voice breaks on that one single word.

I am home, I start to say, but before I can get the words out, my entire stomach comes surging out of my mouth.





Chapter Twenty-Seven




The next morning, my hungover brain retools the words I’ve found into various absurd sentences.

And go live awake.

Live and go awake.

In the dark of our room or in the recesses of my mind, I see Rose’s mouth forming the words, telling me things I can’t understand. Things I don’t want to know.

I sit up, pounding head be damned.

I stare at Rose’s laptop on the nightstand beside me, daring myself to open it and go onto Rabbit Hole, the website Claudia told me about.

But once I know, I won’t be able to unknow.

Not knowing is the way to keep Rose’s heart still beating, the way to keep her laughing and reading biographies and being alive.

Still, my mind won’t let me rest.

I haven’t found the words that correspond to the second fernweh2016 post, to the Book Nook.

If I found that, maybe it would tell me something but not everything? Maybe it would tell me enough, give me some sort of hint where Rose’s sentence is going.

Dad is holed away in his room, so I’m able to sneak downstairs and into the garage without issue.

I drive the Lemon to the Book Nook, palms sweaty, heart racing. For the first time, I’m pursuing the clues out of compulsion and not desire. I don’t want to finish the sentence, if it is the last thing Rose is ever going to say to me.

But maybe one more clue will quiet the part of me that can’t stop wondering.

“I thought you weren’t coming in today,” Sabrinalove says when she sees me.

“I just need to look around again,” I say. “One more time.”

“Go for it,” Sabrina says.

So I do.

I check the unisex bathroom, check Sabrina’s office, check the back room.

It’s in there, underneath boxes of the latest thrillers, that I find a closed carton I’ve never seen before. It’s labeled DAMAGED/DONATIONS?

“Any luck?” Sabrina asks, popping into the back.

I have a feeling even before I open the box, but I ask her anyway what’s inside.

“Oh, I forgot about that! Honestly it’s pretty random. Torn book jackets, books with horrible binding. Some books come damaged, or with printer errors. Sometimes customers return books and then you realize they’ve spilled half a Frappuccino five,” she explains. “It really depends.”

I’m lifting the panels and digging in before she’s finished speaking, because if there was ever a Rose thing, this is it. A box of book treasures that don’t fit anywhere else. Extraordinary book parts.

Sabrina is right; it is a mix of books with varying degrees of damage. About halfway into the box, I find an empty book jacket with the corner missing. It simply has a run-down bus on the cover and the words Into the Wild. In tiny letters beside the three words, I see those initials that have come to mean everything.

I feel hopeful when I see them.

Because the sentence is: go into the wild and live wide awake . . .

My first instinct is Rose is in the wilderness somewhere. Maybe she’s become a recluse, churning her own butter, growing her own herbs, and she wants me to join her somewhere and be a hermit, too. Maybe she’s a hunter now. A farmer. Anything that isn’t dead.

Sabrina is out front again by now, and I have to flag her down.

“I think this is what she left me.” I’ve gathered from reading the synopsis that it’s about a college grad who cuts off his family, goes traveling, and tries to make it in the wilderness. And it supports my theory about Rose. She’s traveling.

She’s fine.

But I want to make doubly sure.

“How does it end?” I ask.

Sabrina frowns at the cover. “Well,” she begins, hesitant, and I instantly know the answer.

“He doesn’t come back,” I say, voice shaky.

“I don’t think it means what you think it means,” Sabrinalove says, hurriedly. “Rose loves these kind of adventure books. Wild. Between a Rock and a Hard Place. Heck, even Eat Pray Love.”

I stare at the cover in my hand.

“She likes the concept — the traveling part. Of course, she’s coming back.”

“You think so?” I ask in a small voice. It’s ridiculous how desperately I cling to Sabrina’s words.

“Definitely,” Sabrinalove assures me, rubbing my shoulder.

I let myself be assured.

I go home, repeating the words like a new mantra. Go into the wild and live wide awake . . .

She’s living, she’s wide awake, she’s waiting for me.

I am climbing out the Lemon in the driveway when Tai comes running across Levi’s lawn to mine.

“Rosie’s sister,” he says, grinning big. “We’re making the baby’s room nice, and Levi said he wanted you to come.”

A figure appears in the front door, and my heart stops.

Levi is wearing athletic pants and a T-shirt, and we stare at each other.

“He did?” I ask Tai, not taking my eyes off Levi.

He starts walking toward us now but stops several feet away from me, his eyes lifeless. “Mom is having an issue with the nursery, and she thought you’d be able to help.”

“Me?” I echo, even as I consider Tai’s and Levi’s differing stories. I can’t figure out whose is true.

“You don’t have to,” Levi says, now, burying his hands deep in his pockets. “It’s not a big deal.”

“I want to,” I hear myself saying. And I really, really do.

I’m still hungover, but I’m also lonely and desperate to not think about fernweh2016 or Rabbit Hole or where Rose is for a while.

Even if it’s good.

Even if she’s fine.

And there’s a tiny, tiny part of me that still isn’t sure she is.

Tai superhero-flies ahead of us, and I steal glances at Levi as we walk together to his house.

In an attempt to break the tension, I start talking.

“If I look like crap, it’s only because I spent all night drinking my weight in alcohol and all morning with my head in the toilet,” I say, and then want to kick myself. Why can I never just be coy and unbothered?

Levi does not deny that I look like crap.

“You drink by yourself?” he asks, tone still indifferent.

“I have friends.” I know he hears the defensiveness in my voice.

“Rose’s friends,” Levi says, like it’s impossible that her friends could be my friends, too. As if he wasn’t once friends with both of us.

Levi leads the way into the living room. Robin is sitting on the couch, watching TV, with Tai unwrapping a Popsicle beside her. She smiles wide when she sees me.

“Emmy! I’m so happy you’re here. I thought for sure we’d need a professional painter or artist, and I wished your mom still lived next door, but then Levi told me you draw. That you’re good.”

I shoot him a wide-eyed look, as I remember him staring at the leg sketch in my room more than two weeks ago.

“I only really draw body parts,” I bumble.

Robin seems not to have heard me.

“I swear to God, I’m having some sort of breakdown,” she says. “It’s like anti-nesting. See, Peter and Levi put together the whole nursery last week. They painted it this creamy gender-neutral color because we’re keeping the sex a secret and it was beautiful, but then this morning I woke up and looked at it. And I burst into tears.”

“She thinks it will bleed the personality right out of the Child. The room color,” Levi says dryly from where he’s now standing at the foot of the stairs.

“It’s true!” Robin says. “No baby ever came out of the womb and said ‘cool, neutrals!’ Especially not a baby boy. I mean, did you like neutrals when you were a baby, Tai?”

Tai, dressed in Clark Kent garb today, looks lost. “When I was a baby, I didn’t have to wear glasses.”

“Old age sure is a bitch, isn’t it?” Robin says.

Tai nods solemnly, though he clearly has no idea what she’s talking about.

“Mother,” Levi says.

Robin laughs as Levi calls Tai over to himself, giving his mom a reproachful look.

“You could change the room color after you find out the baby’s personality,” I point out.

“Oh, but then we won’t have free labor in the form of Levi,” Levi’s mom says. “He’ll be in college. And we won’t have your artistry.”

Robin heaves herself into a standing position with great struggle.

“Mom, I told you to tell me when you need to get up,” Levi says, starting to walk toward her, but she waves him off.

“I’m having an infant; I’m not one, thanks,” she says, annoyed. She starts up the stairs extremely slowly and I follow. “Are you painting in that beautiful dress, Emmy? I’m sure Levi can find something for you to wear.”

It’s one of Rose’s, of course.

We end up in the empty room on the opposite end of the hall from Levi’s.

I stare at the room, and Robin is right. It is a little boring, all cream-colored and soft pastels.

Levi has been gone for a few seconds, and he reappears now with two gray T-shirts that say USA NATIONALS. He hands one to me and helps put the other over Tai’s head.

“Might be kind of big.”

“Thanks,” I say, and immediately pull it on over my dress, drowning in the smell of Levi. It’s like a dose of serotonin. I feel so happy covered in the soft fabric that he’s worn. I feel as if I could be a girl he liked under other circumstances, a girl who slept over because she was his friend or a girl who slept over because she wasn’t his friend. I can’t say which one I like the thought of more.

“So, what I’m envisioning,” Robin says, as Levi helps Tai find a paintbrush, “is light green walls and then an accent wall of some kind. A statement picture. Like a flower or a heart, but less overdone.”

“How about a real heart?” I blurt out before I can help myself.

“A real heart?” Robin says. “Go on.”

“Like, um, a true-to-life heart? The real thing?” I say, starting to shrink into myself with embarrassment. “I think it has the same sentiment as a love heart, but more powerful. More vitality and complexity. But I mean maybe that’s too weird for a baby’s nursery.”

“I don’t care about weird,” Robin says, smiling a little, and I remember who I’m talking to. This is the woman who let Levi wear a cow costume to school for a week because he wouldn’t change out of it. “Tell me more, Dr. Emmy.”

I look at Levi, expecting him to talk sense into his mother and shut me down, but instead he says, “You’d have to show us how, Turner.”

I’m shocked. First, that he’s willing to let me draw a hyper-realistic, anatomically correct heart for his sibling’s accent wall. Second, that he actually knows I can.

“I can do that,” I say. “But only if Robin wants it.”

“I think I do,” Robin says, eyes bright. “Oh, God, this morning I was so depressed thinking this child was going to be a monk, or worse an accountant, but he’s going to have a heart on his wall. I think I’m going to cry.”

“Mom, it’s okay,” Levi says, going over to give her a side hug.

“All I’ve ever wanted is for my two boys to be their own people,” she sobs into Levi’s shirt, while the two of us exchange a small smile.

“Unique and independent and good,” Robin says.

“So is this an accent wall or is this Jesus?” Levi deadpans, and his mom smacks his chest, laughing and dabbing at her eyes.

A few minutes later, Robin leaves and Tai “helps” Levi mix the paint so we can go over all the cream with a light green. Levi and I climb the ladders to paint, but Tai stays on the ground, chatting the whole time as he paints a corner that Levi will probably have to go over again. But Levi doesn’t seem to mind.

He is so good with Tai that I don’t know why he was worried about having a sibling. He’ll be the best brother. My heart squeezes with affection for Levi, this big-hearted boy I’ve known since he was just a little older than the kid he’s talking goofily with and teasing.

An hour later, Tai has quit painting to better discuss his birthday plans next week.

“Whoa, bud, you’re going to be five,” Levi says, like he’s super impressed.

“Five is a big boy,” Tai says, nodding soberly, “and then I get cake and a party and new glasses and Rosie’s going to give me a tire swing in front of my house.”

Levi and I both stop what we’re doing and look at each other.

“She told you that?” I say after a moment.

“When she came to my house a long, long time ago,” Tai says. “She said she’ll give me a tire swing for my birthday.”

And suddenly it’s so clear: Tire. Rubber.

The swing.

The fifth place, the fifth picture, on the fernweh2016 Instagram is Elodie’s swing. It has to be. I should throw down my paintbrush and hustle out of here and to her house, but I don’t. I tell myself it’s because I don’t want to leave Robin’s nursery half-done, but actually it’s because the sentence is almost over, and I’m back to not being sure I can handle what Rose is trying to tell me.

Another hour later, Tai is sleeping in a corner with a blanket over him, the ceiling and three of the walls are a light green color and only one blank wall remains.

I take a deep breath before I set about drawing a heart in pencil. Levi stands near Tai at the edge of the room, watching me but trying not to.

“What do you need me to do?” he finally asks, appearing at my side.

“Could you hold this?” I ask, handing Levi my phone.

He holds it up so we can make sure everything is anatomically accurate, that the superior vena cava is coming out of the top of the right atrium and that the pulmonary artery goes in front of and behind the aorta.

I’m nervous and keep having to erase things. I’m not used to drawing anything so big, and I’m certainly not used to being watched or conversing with a boy who makes my pulse quicken as I do it. Still, after a while, I feel less afraid to mess up. I feel like I know what I’m doing. I understand my dimensions.

I know how to capture a beating heart.

And so, with Levi helping and Tai sleeping in a nook of the room, I do.





Chapter Twenty-Eight




Robin treats us to a large pizza, but she’s fast asleep in her room by the time we’re done. Peter is working late and Tai’s mom has just picked him up, leaving me and Levi hanging out awkwardly in the kitchen after we clean up.

I’m sitting on Levi’s kitchen counter. Levi is leaning against the sink, about as far from me as he can physically get while being in the same room, and I feel terrible because I did this. Everything was so perfect that night at Big Papa’s and then in the playground. For that one moment in time, I felt like I could have any version of Levi I wanted. Leaves or New Levi.

“I know you’re mad.”

“I’m not mad.”

“But you’re hurt,” I say.

“I’m confused,” Levi says. He pushes his hand through his hair, not looking at me. “I feel like you just came back to this town to mess with my head.”

“I swear, I didn’t.” I stare down at the kitchen tile. “I’m just . . . I don’t know who I am without Rose, what I am. And I can’t give you something I don’t have.”

Levi swallows but says nothing.

“I should . . .”

I should go, I start to say, but Levi surprises me.

“Do you want to go for a swim?” he asks.

“Now?” I ask, taken aback.

“We’ll keep the backyard lights on, if it makes your dad feel better.”

A warmth spreads over me as I push down thoughts of all the things we could be doing that would necessitate keeping the lights on.

“It’s not that,” I say. “He should already be on his night shift.”

Levi looks at me. He’s holding a glass that I’m sure is intended for the dishwasher but hasn’t reached it yet. “So?”

I stare at his face, his soft lips, his hard jaw, those bottomless brown eyes.

“Okay,” I say.

I go home to change into one of Rose’s swimsuits. The white-and-pink polka-dot bikini, this time. The top is still shockingly small on me, but luckily Levi is my only audience.

Levi is already in the water when I come through the gate. His wet eyelashes glisten in the dark as he watches me, and I swallow, shedding my towel and tentatively entering the pool.

The water is warm and still.

I wade in until I’m a few feet away from Levi. It’s just shallow enough that I can still stand. The water reaches up to Levi’s waist as he leans back against the edge of the pool.

The night is entirely too quiet, and it makes me uneasy.

“Tai’s a cute kid,” I say, trying to drum up some conversation.

Levi nods. “He reminds me of myself as a kid. His dad isn’t in the picture, and it’s just . . . I don’t know, I feel like there’s something about knowing that — not having two parents, being the weird kid — there’s nothing wrong with it. Everyone else might be the problem.”

“You’ll be the best big brother,” I say. “Especially to a baby brother.”

“You caught that, huh,” Levi says, grinning. “That baby’s sex is the worst-kept secret, and I don’t think Mom realizes she’s let it slip like five times. So act surprised.”

I make my eyes planet-size and bring my hand to my open mouth. “Like this?”

Levi laughs. “About fifty percent less, Turner.”

I bring it down a notch, but my hand flies to my mouth again as I feign shock. “Better?”

“Even less,” he says, gently, dragging my hand away from my face. His touch is only seconds long, but my skin feels electric even after he has let go. I wonder what the scientific reason for this might be. Nerves? Hormones? Psychosis?

“I kind of hoped for a sister,” Levi admits now. “Maybe it won’t matter since we’re so far apart in age, but I think it’s too easy to compare two brothers or two sisters. He will be the easier pregnancy, the easier childhood because his father is here. He will be simpler in every way, and he’ll be the one she wanted. I’m the one that happened.”

“Wow,” I say, blinking at him. It’s too easy to compare two brothers or two sisters. “That’s . . . honest.”

“I wouldn’t lie to you, Turner.”

His eyes are so intense, so focused, that I look away. “You can’t say that unequivocally,” I say, trying to keep the atmosphere light. “Everyone lies at some point.”

“Do you lie?”

I almost lie.

“Sometimes.”

“I’m not going to,” he says again with certainty.

“So I can ask you anything in the world and you’ll answer me.”

“Yep,” Levi says.

“Anything?” I say, staring directly at him, a challenge.

He stares back. “Anything.”

“What if you’re wrong about Peter?” I ask.

He can’t hide his surprise that this is my question. “I might be.”

He rubs his jaw. “It’s looking like I am, and I expected to feel happy. To feel relieved but . . .”

“But?”

“But I feel like I’m being phased out or something. Like Mom is getting a newer model of everything. New husband, new son.”

“No one could ever replace you,” I say, and it’s the truth. I think about the way I’ve been distinguishing between Leaves and New Levi. Maybe I knew one better than the other, but the fact is that I like them both. I think both of them are good human beings.

“Anyway, I’m glad that he won’t hurt her, but I still don’t like the guy. I mean, he has to answer every call the same way, even when it’s the fucking plumber. ‘Peter Wall, CEO of X-Trim Fitness.’ Then there’s the car he drives.”

I smile. “Maybe he’s a little materialistic, but there’s nothing wrong with that. Rose was . . .”

I stop as if I’ve stepped into a land mine, and maybe I have.

“Rose was . . . ?” Levi prompts, one brow raised.

“Is,” I correct. “She likes things. Books, jewelry, dresses, the Lemon. I think everybody’s a little vain.”

I find that while we’ve been talking, we’ve been drifting closer and closer to each other, like magnets. Both of us at the edge of the pool, our bodies facing each other. I can’t help staring at Levi’s lips, and as soon as I do, I know I’m lost.

“Any leads on Rose?” he asks. “Are you closer to solving the message?”

I shake my head. The lie is automatic.

I don’t want to think about the sentence Rose constructed for me, telling me why she is gone. I don’t want to think about Guy or his wife or his kids.

Somehow Levi is now in front of me. I swallow as his hands grip the wall on either side of me.

Levi’s gaze drifts to my mouth. “I promised myself you wouldn’t get to hurt me again. To leave me. To forget me.”

“I never forgot you,” I whisper.

When I feel his hand on my bare back, I shut my eyes. Both hands skim my hips now, but I feel them opening and closing as he fights to show restraint.

“What if you didn’t do that?” I ask him, looking at his hands.

“I’d do something stupid. It’s an impulse-control thing.”

My voice shakes as I ask it. “What would you do?”

He kisses me, his mouth burning mine, his lips scalding me, but it’s his hands. His hands drift to my butt, lifting me up on his waist.

I lock my legs around him and grip his neck tight. His hands slide down my back, push into my locs, touch my face.

I kiss him back, breathless and desperate. To be closer, to be part of something, part of someone else.

“Who do you lie to, Turner?” Levi whispers against my lips.

I can’t meet his eye, but this time I answer honestly. “Everyone. Except Rose.”

“She knows you don’t want to be a doctor?” he asks.

My eyes go wide with shock, and it’s like jerking awake in a public place. I untangle myself from him, drifting backwards. The disconnection is instant and visceral, like losing the warmth of a blanket. “How do . . . What makes you . . . Where are you getting that from?”

Levi looks frustrated as he pushes his hand into his hair. “I don’t know, Turner, maybe because you look like you want to die every time someone calls you Dr. Emmy.”

“Maybe I don’t like the name.”

“Maybe there’s something else you want to do.”

I stare at the water, the soft ripples going out from my body. “I told Rose,” I admit to him. “The last night we spoke.”

“And?” he asks.

“She freaked out. She . . . said a lot of stuff.”

“So now it’s out of the question? Because she said ‘stuff’?”

I frown, hating his oversimplification of everything. “Not just because she said ‘stuff.’ I mean, she pointed out some things I hadn’t been thinking of. I needed the reminder.”

Levi is frowning back. “So Emmy is one of the people you lie to.”

Maybe it’s the way he kissed me just now, the fact that he waited until my guard was down to ask me this, but my anger is instant and supersonic, faster than a nerve impulse. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Levi.”

“I know what it’s like to be afraid,” he says, voice even. “I wake up panicked every night that I’ll never get from one end of the pool to the other without wanting to scream from the pain. I wake up worried that I’m going to disappoint everyone I care about, including myself. That I’ll lose the thing I’m good at.”

I shake my head. “That’s different,” I say, and the few feet between us feels like an ocean.

“How is it different?”

“Because there is a natural limit on how long you can do the thing that makes you great. You can’t be a swimmer forever,” I say. “You were always going to have to find something else to do, and luckily for you, you already have something else. You’re amazing with computers.”

Ignoring the entire last part of what I said, Levi says, “So because I can’t swim forever, I should get over potentially not being able to?”

I can tell I’ve offended him. “You’re missing my point,” I say. “My point is that you are great at swimming for a while and you were always going to go into something you love less. I’m good at science, medical stuff. I love art, but I’m less good at it. If I quit the medical stuff, I’m a failure. If you quit swimming, you just retired.”

“Do you know,” Levi says in a low voice, “how fucking devastating it is to be on the verge of losing the thing you love? I don’t get to choose to stop. The decision is made for me by my body. You, you have permission to do art for the rest of your life. You just have to take it.

“Who cares if you’re fucking less good at it? Who cares if it’s not going to please everybody or make you someone in people’s eyes?” He sounds angry.

I start moving toward the entrance of the pool because I can’t stand the words he’s saying.

“I think you’re afraid,” he continues, pushing through the water and following me. “Of everything.”

“No, I’m not,” I say.

“You’re afraid of disappointing people, of not fulfilling Emmy Turner’s destiny, so you’re going to stay in your corner and go to med school and do something that you only half love,” he says.

I’ve reached the steps of the pool and I rush to climb them, feeling like I’m escaping a tornado.

“I think you’re pretending to be Rose because it’s easier than living without her,” he continues. “If you’re either hidden by her or pretending to be her, then you never have to take up space, do you? Not as Emmy. Because God forbid that you should have your own mind or your own friends or your own interests. Being Rose — being Rose’s puppet — is easier than being Emmy. But you’re not really looking for Rose, either, because you might actually find the truth. And you’re afraid of it. Maybe she’s not the saint you thought she was. Maybe she has flaws. Maybe she’s an average person who has done as many bad things as she’s done good. Maybe she’s a fucking human.”

I’m out of the pool now and I whirl on him, my cheeks warm. “Oh my God, you want to talk about being a human? What about you and that robotic hand thing you do? What about the way you let people walk over you and then complain about it forever? Except, wait, you’re not angry. Because good old Leaves doesn’t hate anyone. You’re so freaking self-righteous! You couldn’t stand up to Rose, so you let her cut you off and now we have to hear about it for the rest of our lives.

“I mean, did you even try?” I hiss. “Did you ask her why she was angry with you, or did you just assume? We were friends practically all our lives, and she doesn’t speak to you for one day and so you assume she’s done with you.

“Do you even know what she might have been going through? Maybe what happened was about her, not you. Have you ever considered that? That maybe not everything is about Levi Forrester and his problems and his fucking swimming. Maybe Rose needed help, maybe she needed the friend she’d had all her life and you weren’t there for her.”

“Oh, I wasn’t there for her. That’s rich. I think you’ve been drinking too much Rose Kool-Aid,” he says, with a laugh. But there’s pain in his eyes, and I know I’ve struck a chord. I’m glad.

I’m devastated.

We’re like two wolves circling, looking for each other’s vulnerable spots, and then lunging, drawing blood.

“You know what else I think? I think you should be fucking honest and admit that you have feelings for me,” Levi says now, on the stairs of the pool. “We’re not friends, Turner. We haven’t been friends for six years, and the normal thing — the brave thing — would be to try. To figure out how to be together.”

My mouth drops open as I stare at him, his broad wet chest, his angry eyes. My eyes fall on his lips, soft and stern and a pinkish-reddish-brownish color. He takes several deep breaths as though he’s trying to steady himself against me. As though I am a steep mountain that’s nearly impossible to climb.

“But you’re going to say ‘no,’ aren’t you?” he says quietly. “Because you’re afraid. I am not Rose-approved. Not Rose-sanctioned.”

I shake my head. “You’re out of your mind,” I say, disbelief making me shiver with electricity. “Figure out how to be together? You don’t even want to date.”

“I said I don’t date,” Levi says, his voice insistent. “I didn’t say I don’t want to.

“I’m scared, too, Turner, because two of the people I truly cared about left me and didn’t look back,” he says, less loud. “So I’m fucking terrified. But maybe I’ve decided not to stay there.”

“Since when?” I spit out, furious.

“Right now,” Levi says. “I’ve decided right now to stop being afraid.”

“I have to go,” I say, grabbing my towel and wrapping it around myself.

“Of course, you do,” he says, something like a laugh coming out.

It’s the last thing he says before I storm through the yard, out the gate, and back to my own house. But it’s not the last thing I hear.

I hear — I keep hearing: But you’re not really looking for Rose, either, because you might actually find the truth. And you’re afraid of it.

It’s like having fire bubbling under my skin.

I’m seething as I go upstairs, seething as I yank off Rose’s swimsuit, change into pajamas, and sit down at her desk.

I’m not afraid, I tell myself as I flip open the laptop.

I’m not afraid, as I enter Rabbit Hole.





Chapter Twenty-Nine




The site is exactly like Claudia described it.

The forum itself is locked, but I do what Claudia told me to do. I enter the word “twenty-seven” to gain access.

NO LURKERS, it says at the top of the page. REGISTER TO SEE THREADS.

I make an account, my mind echoing the whole time. Go into the wild and live wide awake . . . is a good thing. It’s life-affirming. It has to end well.

I call myself “Kelly,” put in Riverwood as my location and seventeen as my age. As soon as I register, the site transforms, opening up multiple pages of threads.

The different threads have weird names, like Matchmaking and Note-Taking and Method Madness.

I click into the Matchmaking thread.

One of the last messages added to the thread says, “I’m Carrie. I’m twenty-nine and I live in Westbrooke. I don’t want to be alone. I’m so tired of being alone. Happy to relocate or meet in the middle.”

It reads like an actual matchmaking ad, but knowing what I know, I can read between the lines. “I don’t want to be alone” means “I don’t want to die alone.” “Happy to relocate or meet in the middle” means she’s willing to go wherever to meet someone.

The lump in my throat is so big, I can hardly breathe.

Underneath, someone named Gamerluv has responded to Carrie’s message.

I’m just west of Westbrooke! I’m thirteen. I’m in if you’re in.

Another message pops up by someone called Webmaster (admin): Kismet! PM each other for details. Good luck, you two.

Holy shit, I think as my eyes fill.

I reread the whole exchange to make sure what I think is happening is really what just happened.

Thirteen.

I click on Gamerluv’s profile because I want to send him a private message, but I freeze because what would I say? Thirteen is too young. But isn’t twenty-nine? Isn’t any age?

“Go into the wild and live wide awake . . .” is the opposite of this, I tell myself. Rose would never use this site.

Still I feel the tears, slippery on my cheeks, before I notice my blurred vision.

I can’t bear to read a single other “matchmaking” situation.

I find myself in Method Madness, and I glimpse just a few key words before I close out of that thread.

I’m so stupid. Of course, that is a thread about making plans. Of course, it’s about the how.

My stomach is lurching by the time Note-Taking fully loads.

Hey, Barry here.

Diagnosed with ALS last month and not keen on deteriorating/making my family my caretakers. Anyway, I don’t know what to say to my wife.

So far I have . . .

I have to run to the bathroom.

For the second time in twenty-four hours, I am kneeling over the toilet and hurling. This time, I cry right through the whole thing. Because I don’t want to read a single other post.

But it doesn’t feel fair that I can look away from these people’s heartbreak, their devastation, their sadness. I shouldn’t be able to look away, but I can’t look too closely at it, either. It would destroy me. It would reduce me to a puddle of tears, unable to move from this bathroom floor.

Because those people have families and friends, acquaintances and neighbors. They have heartbeats and pulses, brain waves and fingerprints. I shouldn’t be able to wade into their pain like it’s a splash pool and then wade back out when it tires me.

They have to live with the burden of their pain. Or they die from it.

I am so sad and scared and lonely.

I should tell someone about this.

I should stop looking at this, staring through the window at other people’s demons.

But when I’m done retching over the toilet, I go back to my desk, find the search tool for the forum, and type one word: Rose.

Go into the wild and live wide awake . . . and what?

Even if it breaks me, I have to know.

Even if it crushes me, I need to be sure that my sister wasn’t ever on this site. That she didn’t ever feel this level of pain and not tell me. That she wasn’t ever so alone that she came on this forum.

Several different search results come up.

There’s a thread where people are discussing flowers for their services. Roses, daisies, gardenias.

But I know when I’ve found her.

Hey everyone, I’m Rose. I live in Riverwood and I’m searching for a friend for the end of the world. Please say hi.

Her username is “Sunflower22.”

I keep rereading the words, trying to make sure I am seeing them correctly.

I go back to the search and put in her username. Every comment she ever made on the site comes up.

The last one was on April 21. Her first one was . . . holy shit. July 3 last year.

I can’t even bring myself to think the half-finished sentence because there is no hope.

She’s been on this site for over a year.

Throughout the forum, she’s calling people by name, laughing at inside jokes, commenting about movies she’s seen and wants to see.

I bawl through one of her early posts.

My sister used to have these nightmares about monsters and I’d tell her, “It’s all in your head, Em. You can make it go away.” And I genuinely used to believe that was true. If something is in your head, then you can make it go away. Now I think it’s harder to make something inside you disappear. Sometimes I’m sure the only way to stop all the pain is to end it.

Through one of her last posts in the Method Madness thread:

Sunflower22: I think I’m getting close, but I’m afraid I’ll do something wrong.

DorianXO: It happens to all of us. Wish I was closer so we could coordinate.

Sunflower22: Thanks, Dor. The pictures of your grandkids are so cute.

DorianXO: Thanks, Sunflower22. You’re such a sweetheart.

At some point, I have to stop reading.

I don’t even close out of the website; I just shut the laptop.

I bury my face in my hands and cry and cry as pieces fall into place. The lies. Cutting ties with people. Quitting school. Being obsessed with the guy who died in front of us.

My sister is — was — depressed.

It doesn’t seem possible. Because she is sunshine. Even on this forum, she’s sunflower.

She is confident and bold and brave. She loves things and people she thinks are extraordinary. Like the Lemon and vintage dresses and me.

Rose couldn’t have been this unhappy.

I would have known.

One of our phone calls would have given something away.

I rack my brain for it.

Times she sounded sad. Times she sounded down. Times she seemed like she was saying goodbye.

“From start to finish, Emdash,” she’d said that day she gave me the bracelet. Was she already making plans then? She was thirteen.

And now I’m sobbing.

Because it’s not just that Rose was on this site. It’s not just that she was unhappy. It’s that she was unhappy, and I was oblivious. It’s that she’s been gone exactly one hundred days today.

Claudia said the police found Guy that same day. April 21.

What if Rose just hasn’t been found?

What if all this time I’ve been wrong? And the hollowness inside me wasn’t proof that she was fine, but proof that she was gone?

I’m heaving so hard that I can hardly breathe.

Because Rose might really, truly be dead.

Rose might really, truly have ended her life three months ago, and I’m just now finding out the truth.

Somehow, the sentence she gave me is finished.

I just don’t know how it ends.

Suddenly this isn’t a game anymore. It’s not a scavenger hunt between sisters. It’s life or death.

My mind is stuck on one of her last posts, where she’s talking to someone named “ToughGuyWalking” in the Method Madness thread.

Sunflower22: I think I’ve decided.

ToughGuyWalking: You’re in?

Sunflower22: I’m in.

ToughGuyWalking: I’ll PM you.

But the worst part, the very worst part, comes after that. I think about it over and over again as I crawl into her bed and pull the covers over me.

Webmaster (admin): What do you have in mind, Sunflower22?

Sunflower22: Remember I told you guys about the river that cuts through my town?

Webmaster (admin): I believe you’ve mentioned it.

Sunflower22: Yep.

Webmaster (admin): Way to go, Sunflower.





Chapter Thirty




Over the next couple of hours, I barely sleep, and when I do, it’s to fall into a nightmare. This time, there are no monsters. It’s Rose, drowning. Rose, struggling for breath. Rose, floating prone, face-down in the water.

Rose, lifeless. Alone.

I call Levi and his phone rings exactly twice before it turns off. He’s declined my call.

I drive to Elodie’s house even though it’s the middle of the night. I walk directly toward the rubber swing, careful to keep my footsteps quiet. I turn on my phone’s flashlight and shine it on the tire, feeling around its surface for anything my sister might have left. But, of course, you can’t write on rubber.

So I check the massive tree the swing is attached to. It takes more than twenty minutes before I find the knife carving.

“Knowing these — RT” has been shakily carved into the tree.

I want to scream.

I want to cry.

Go into the wild and live wide awake knowing these . . .

The sentence feels even more unfinished than when I had just Go.

What does she want me to know?

Where is the wild that she’s speaking of?

“Tell me you’re still here,” I whisper to the night air.

I get nothing back.

As I slide back into my car, I call Sloane. She’s laughing in a room with thumping music, asking what’s wrong.

I try to tell her everything, but she interrupts me, shouting, “What? I can’t hear you, Little Turner!”

I raise my voice, too. “Can I come over?”

She yells an address into the phone.

A few minutes later, I pound hard on the trailer Sloane said was hers. The trailer park is mostly dark, but a couple of trailers have their lights on, and barking dogs make me jumpy and afraid. After more than five minutes of knocking, the door finally opens.

It’s Chris, wearing gray sweats and nothing else. Unlike Levi who is lean and muscular, Chris is just skinny, his body pale white.

It’s around three a.m. and I clearly woke him.

He squints at me. “What do you want?” he says.

I know I look terrible. I thought I looked awful yesterday, but it turned out my peak was still to come.

“Sloane said she’d meet me here,” I say. “She gave me this address.”

“She’s not here. She went dancing after work,” Chris says.

Several seconds pass as we stare at each other. I can’t tell him that I can’t go back home, that I’m afraid to be by myself.

I remember how many times I came across that word on the forum last night.

I don’t want to be alone.

I am not depressed, I don’t have a sad story, but even I am afraid of being alone. I used to crawl into Rose’s bed on the nights when I was certain there were monsters in our room. Under my bed and in the corners of the closets, dancing outside the window.

What happens when you have no one you can curl up beside? What happens when, like Rose wrote on that site, the monsters are inside you?

“What’s wrong?” he asks finally, grudgingly.

“I found this website that Rose was on,” I say, voice hoarse. Chris is frozen as I say the words. Suicidal. Rabbit Hole. The posts Rose made in different threads.

I tell him, too, about the scavenger hunt, the incomplete sentence.

“Oh, Jesus,” he says, pressing his fists into his eyes. He stands there for several seconds, not moving, hardly breathing.

Finally, he shuffles out of the doorway and motions me inside. “Fuck.”

I hesitate, then climb up the stairs into the small space.

The inside of the trailer smells like cigarettes and patchouli and wet dog, and once I’m in it, I am not sure what to do with myself.

“Fuck,” Chris says again, looking stunned.

“She didn’t tell you any of it? You didn’t know she was depressed?” I ask him.

He shakes his head. “I told you. No one really knew her.”

Knew, past tense.

The word makes me want to throw up again.

“Here,” Chris says, clearing a space on the couch for me. “You can wait for Sloane.”

He looks around the trailer. “Sorry, I know this isn’t what you’re used to and shit.”

“It’s okay,” I say, but it’s true — there’s clutter everywhere, and the couch sinks like it’s deflating as soon as I sit on it. Chris drops into a chair across the trailer. At first, he sits leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, but after a while he hoists his guitar onto his lap, strumming it quietly as the silence stretches around us.

“Where’s Piper?” I ask.

“She sleeps outside,” he says, playing the same three chords over and over. It’s like he needs the repetitive action to soothe him, to keep him from breaking down. Without looking up, Chris asks, “How did you . . . how did you find out about the site?”

I stare at the ground, struggling to form words, but I tell him.

I tell him about meeting Claudia in the bookstore, how she had a husband who knew Rose and had been on the same site. “There was a kid on there who was thirteen. And the kinds of things they talk about — it’s like they’re not afraid at all. I mean, they are but they’re not. I thought everyone was afraid to die, but it’s different. It’s like there’s something worse to them, it’s like being alive is worse and it’s horrible and Rose . . .”

I can’t keep talking because tears are streaming down my face.

Chris gets up, walks over to a small sink, and opens a tap. I’m so mortified to be crying in front of this man I hardly know, this person whose only connection to me is Rose. I swipe my face on the sleeve of my shirt, willing the tears to stop coming, but they don’t.

A glass appears in front of me.

I don’t look at Chris as I take it and sip. The water isn’t cold, but it actually helps.

Chris goes back to his seat, eyes fixed on his guitar as if to spare me further embarrassment. I spend the next five minutes trying to get ahold of myself. When I can breathe again, I pull out my phone to check for a message from Sloane but there is none.

Where are you? I text her. I’m at your place.

Gentle guitar strums fill the trailer again, and I’m so exhausted that my eyes hurt. If I let myself, I could fall asleep right here on this lumpy couch. I talk, to keep from collapsing.

“She thinks it’s good luck to wear your shirt inside out.”

Chris’s eyes stay on his guitar, his lips twitching in the smallest hint of a smile. But he doesn’t take the bait, doesn’t play our familiar game of swapping minuscule facts about Rose.

I watch the easy way his hands glide over the body of the guitar. It’s like a road whose every curve and pothole he knows by heart. It’s like a lover he can recognize in the dark.

“Did you ever play one of your own songs for her?” I ask. “I know she heard you sing, but was it something you wrote?”

He nods, still doesn’t look up.

“Can you play me something?”

I think of what Sloane said, what Rose said. That Chris could be big someday, that he could be famous.

He doesn’t answer but starts playing something different, something soft. I feel like I’m seeing something I shouldn’t, watching him caress his guitar, and it takes me a minute to realize he’s playing “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.”

“That’s your song?” I say, too sad to be sarcastic.

“Yep,” he says.

He keeps tickling the guitar strings for a few minutes, and then the chords change into something else and he starts to sing. It is quiet at first, unsure and unsteady, like a baby colt learning to walk. But soon, his voice grows louder and more confident, filling the trailer.

I’m not prepared for how husky his tone is, how sorrowful and smooth the melody is, and by the time he gets to the second verse, I am crying again.

If I could choose for you, I’d give you someone else

I’d make him good and kind and selfless

If I could dream for you, it’d be the world, nothing less

But you looked at me and, selfish man, I said yes

You should go and find yourself another

A man who cooks and knows your mother

You should leave me when the weather’s better

’Cause if you stay, I won’t deserve you ever

The song is so sad, so full of regret, that I don’t think it can be about him and Rose. And yet, halfway through the last line, his voice cracks.

His eyes are almost as cloudy as mine when he abruptly sets his guitar down and stands. “Good night,” he says gruffly, walking to the far end of the trailer and pulling the divider closed. Almost immediately I hear a bang, like an object dropping or being thrown.

I’m stunned. That what Rose said was true, and he is good. I’m surprised by his anger, too. It’s like I forced him into something by making him sing.

Is that what he’s angry about? That I’m not special enough to hear him sing?

Or is it because he didn’t want me to see him cry?

I lean back against the couch and wait, wondering if I should just go home. But then I picture Rose’s room, the shadows across the walls in the dark, my sister underwater, and I can’t leave.

I think about how I’m almost all the way through a sentence telling me whether she’s alive or dead.

Go into the wild and live wide awake knowing these . . .

I think of possible endings for it, for her.

Knowing these places are where I’ll be?

Knowing these rumors of my death are greatly exaggerated?

Knowing these days I’m okay?

God, I wish.

I wish, I wish.

With each second that passes, tiredness makes my eyes feel like paperweights.

I pull my legs up on the couch and continue to fight sleep.

When I wake up, more than an hour has passed, and I notice the warmth first. There’s a wool blanket covering my body.

The second thing is the voices outside.

“Why the fuck did you tell her to come here? You know Rose would have hated her sister even being in this place. You know they’re not like us,” Chris is whisper-yelling at someone.

“She sounded upset, and I was trying to help.”

Sloane.

“It’s called having a conscience, jackhole. It’s called caring about someone other than yourself,” she spits back.

“Jesus, Sloane, maybe you should care about yourself. Maybe some fucking self-preservation would do you good,” he says.

“You can’t make someone love you just by being stubborn,” Chris continues, his voice harsh. “Rose chose me. Maybe she chose wrong. I sure as hell don’t know what I ever did right to get her, but she wanted me, not you.”

I expect Sloane to guffaw or laugh or curse at Chris, but instead she is silent.

And then the sound of quiet sobbing.

“Aw, shit, Slo,” Chris says, sounding alarmed. “I’m sorry, okay? I’m an asshole. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m fucking sorry.”

The sound of Sloane’s crying becomes muffled, like maybe Chris is hugging her, and I wrap my arms around myself.

Holy shit.

Sloane had feelings for Rose? Did Rose know?

I slowly open the door, and both Sloane and Chris look up at me. At exactly this moment, I can’t believe I didn’t immediately see the similarities between them: the small eyes, the prominent noses, the curly blond hair.

“I think I’m going to head home,” I say in a quiet voice. “My dad will be there soon, and I don’t want him to know I left.”

“I’m sorry, Little Turner. I was too stoned to drive right when you called me,” Sloane says, swiping at her bleeding mascara. “And then I lost my keys and phone, so I got a ride here and Chris told me what happened with Rose. God, I’m so sorry. We can talk now if you want.”

I look at my phone screen. It’s 6:45.

“I think I’ll just call you,” I tell Sloane, walking past both of them. The morning light is bright and aggressive, and once I’m in the car, I reach for the sunglasses Rose keeps tucked in the glove box of the Lemon. They have yellow frames and are big enough to hide most of my face.

I’m about to drive off when someone comes running, knocking on my hood.

I’m expecting it to be Sloane, but it’s Chris.

“Look,” he says, lowering his head to my half-open window so we’re at eye level. “I’m sorry about the way I was last night. My . . .”

He takes a deep breath in, like he’s bracing for something.

“My . . . our dad died by suicide,” he says, looking forward and not at me. “I found him.”

“Oh God,” I whisper.

“This whole thing . . . with Rose. It brought up a lot of memories and I couldn’t deal with it, but I’m sorry. And if you want to talk — about Rose, about anything — you can . . . I’m here.”

He looks at me now, and sincerity has replaced the elusiveness and arrogance I normally see in his eyes.

“Thank you,” I say, blinking hard.

He nods and walks back toward his trailer.

I take a deep breath and drive back home, feeling too many things to say at once.

I don’t beat Dad home.

He is at the dining table, reading something on his revived tablet when I come inside.

Dad looks at me for the first time since two nights ago when he told me to go home. He’s not sad, not disappointed. Angry.

But before he can speak, I do.

“I think we need to call the police.”

All this time, with the fernweh2016 Instagram and the clues, it has felt like the longest game of hide-and-seek. Or maybe Marco Polo, where I’m calling for Rose and she’s answering, and I just need to follow her voice to find her. But it has never been a game. Rose was seriously sick. She was planning to hurt herself. If there’s a chance Rose hasn’t yet, if she’s in danger or on the cusp of something, then we need to find her. This is real life, and I need my father’s help.

Maybe I should be able to handle looking for my sister on my own, but I can’t.

Not anymore.

“I don’t think Rose is okay,” I say, my voice hoarse from tears that are trying to claw their way up my throat again.

Dad blinks at me.

I sit down at the table across from him, and I tell him everything.

About fernweh.

About Claudia.

About Guy.

About Rabbit Hole.

His face grows more and more ashen the longer I speak.

When I finish, he immediately dials the police. His reaction terrifies me, because I hoped he’d say there was nothing to worry about or that there’s no proof it was really Rose on that site.

But that’s not what he does.

Dad paces while he talks, and I register only snatches of his conversation with the detective he gets transferred to.

Stuff about Rabbit Hole, stuff about Rose lying and acting weird.

And then Dad surprises me, because he goes into Angry Dad mode with whoever he is speaking to.

“I know how law enforcement works in this country. I know about how you treat missing people when they happen to be Black people,” Dad says, his voice louder than I’ve ever heard it. “I swear to you, if you don’t open an investigation into where my teenage daughter is, I will spend the rest of my life making sure you’re held accountable for whatever happens.”

I blink at him, in shock.

Because Dad so rarely yells.

Finally, he hangs up.

He looks at me.

“They’re going to search the river.”





Chapter Thirty-One




The river.

I want to be wrong about it.

Based on what I know so far, Rose went to every place she left a clue on April 21.

In her room, I go to fernweh2016’s Instagram and stare at all the pictures. The five I’ve found — Eastwood Park, the Book Nook, Patrick’s bench, Big Papa’s jukebox, Elodie’s swing — and the two I haven’t.

The “You Are My Sunshine” clock that could be anywhere.

The final picture is the one of Converse on a footpath that is completely indistinct from any other footpath in Riverwood. It could be Eastwood Park. It could be Westwood Park. It could be a different park. It could be a path by the river. Wherever she took this photo is where her sentence ends.

Dad told me to sit tight and wait to hear what the police say, but searching the river could take all day and I’m still hopeful that the sentence could have a good ending.

“It’s not the river, Emmy,” I tell myself as I jump into motion, changing from my pajamas to a loose-fitting denim dress from Rose’s closet. I complete the look with the burgundy lipstick, the beauty spot, but something is still missing.

I add giant hoops from her jewelry collection and then I hurry down the stairs.

It’s not the river, and the only way to prove it is to find the last two places.

Dad has been out since our talk this morning. I’m not sure if he went into the police station. I don’t want to know.

I’ve talked to Mom and she’s been making plans to come to Riverwood, but she can only get a flight out in two days.

As I head out the front door, a car is pulling up to the curb. A Black woman is driving and a Black man leans over to kiss her before climbing out of the car.

I blink hard, but the image is not clearing.

My father is kissing a woman.

It’s several seconds before I force myself to move, and by then, he’s walking up the driveway and she’s driving away.

Dad and I both freeze when we see each other.

“Who was that?” I ask, not bothering to hide the shock in my voice.

“Paula,” he says. “My girlfriend.”

I stare at him.

Dad sighs. “I didn’t want you to find out this way. It’s very new.”

“How new? A day?” I ask.

“A few months,” Dad says.

“Oh my God, Dad,” I say, even though I’m not really sure what is making me this upset. The fact that Dad — the man who hates change more than anything — has a girlfriend? The fact that he didn’t tell me about her? The fact that I just saw him kiss her?

“I’m sorry, Emmy,” Dad says. “It’s been six years, you know.”

Six years since the civil war. That’s what he’s saying.

But something about this is making my heart sting like someone has poured hot sauce all over it.

“But you never . . . You don’t . . .”

“Date?” Dad asks. “I started to. And that’s why I didn’t mention Paula. She’s the first person who I’m serious about.”

I never thought I’d hear my father tell me that he’s “serious” about anything but Solved Medical Mysteries. Or the proper insertion of IVs. Scrubs with pockets.

“Can we talk about this later?” I squeak, because I have no energy, no room in my brain for this. All I want to do is prove that wherever Rose took that last picture, it wasn’t a path by the river.

All I want to do is find the last two places she went.

“Sure,” Dad says, but he looks disappointed. I know I should tell him that I’m glad for him that he’s dating, that he’s happy, but I can’t bring myself to do so. I feel exhausted of all the lies, all the secrets.

We walk past each other, Dad heading into the house and me heading down the driveway.

I’m climbing into the Lemon when the front door of the Forrester house opens. Levi comes out, walking toward his truck. He’s stretching his right arm when he sees me.

We look at each other for a long moment, and I desperately want to talk to him. I desperately want him to hold me, to work his hands through my locs. I want him to kiss me in that way that makes time slow down and my heart beat a syncopated rhythm. But he looks away and climbs into his truck.

I drive around town for hours, looking for where the sunshine clock might be. Gas stations, day cares and schools on vacation, churches, everywhere.

I’m starving but not ready to go home, so I go to McDonald’s drive-through and get a burger. I sit in the parking lot and turn up the radio as I eat.

I imagine I’m in San Francisco, not Riverwood, and it’s last summer again and Rose is beside me. She is headbanging to a rock song, then complaining because she’s lost a precious fry.

“No, you don’t understand. This was the one. The golden fry,” she says.

I pull out my phone and text Chris.

She’s always looking for the golden one in a bag of whatever. A bag of fries, a pack of Swedish fish, a bucket of movie popcorn. Like the golden ticket in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory? There’s always one that’s special to her.

“Why’s it always the one you’ve lost that’s special?” I ask, like I did last summer.

“That’s just how life works, Emberley,” she tells me, before turning up the music and leaning back against the headrest.

She disappears from the passenger seat then, vanishes like a mist, and I feel more alone than I have in my entire life. Loneliness is weird in that it’s not just about missing other people; it’s about missing the person you were when you were with them.

I miss Rose. But I miss the Emmy who would snort-laugh when Rose said something funny just as much. I miss the Emmy whose heart was so full it was almost bursting when we were driving in Mom’s car in California and a song came on shuffle that we both loved. I miss the times when we thought or said or felt the exact same thing at the exact same time. The synchronicity of two hearts beating, equally filled with love for each other.

I miss being part of a whole.

I miss feeling whole.

When I finish eating, I crumple up my garbage and throw it in the trash.

I go to more places to search for the clock. The library, the Book Nook again, the mall, nail salons, other bookstores. Literally, everywhere I can think of that Rose might have gone, but I don’t find it.

So I skip to the last picture — the shoes on the path.

I hope it wasn’t taken at the river — I’m sure it wasn’t taken at the river — but I go there to be doubly sure.

In the parking lot nearest to the river and on the edge of Westwood Park, I step out of my car and breathe in the warm, fresh air.

I find the nearest path and start walking.

Almost immediately, my heart does a quick flip, and I put my hand on my chest, willing it to steady itself. This isn’t the time to develop an arrhythmia.

“Shh,” I tell my heart, because it’s not allowed to speak right now.

I don’t want to hear any theories it might have. I don’t want to entertain the thought that this was the last place Rose photographed on April 21.

That this is where her day ended.

Because the last thing she did that day was call me. I have the call log to prove it.

It was past eleven at night when she called.

Where did you go, Rose? I ask, but I don’t think I’ve wanted the answer less in my life. I don’t think I’ve wanted it more, either.

I clutch both our bracelets so tight, it feels like I might break them.

I try to think like Rose.

If I was my sister and needed to leave me a message, where would I write it?

The answer is obvious: one of the wooden picnic tables sprinkled throughout the park.

I already know she had a thing for carving her clues, after all.

A family with three kids and two dogs pass me, even though it’s nearly ten p.m.

It’s growing inky black out but I go from table to table, feeling more and more hopeful the closer I get to making a complete circle around the park.

If none of these benches have a message, this isn’t the place of her final Instagram photo.

It’s not her clue.

The sentence doesn’t end here.

And then it does.

On one of the legs of the last table before I’m back at my car, I see it:

Needed rest. — RT

I blink hard, trying to make sense of the whole thing even though I’m missing the words from the sixth clue.

Go into the wild and live wide awake knowing these . . . needed rest.

There is something distinctly foreboding about it. Something distinctly sad about it.

“How can you end it like this?” I ask Rose, feeling my blood warm with anger.

I’m getting way too comfortable talking to myself, but I’m so exasperated I don’t even care.

“It makes no sense. These what needed rest?”

How does this tell me where she is, whether she’s alive or dead?

My mind is whirring with frustration when my phone starts ringing.

It’s Mom.

I think about letting it go to voice mail, but then I realize she might have gotten an earlier flight. Maybe she’s on her way.

I answer.

Mom’s voice is breathy, hysterical.

“I just spoke to your father,” she says.

“Okay?” I say.

“Emmy,” she says. “The river.”

I swallow, heart hammering instantly in my chest. I look up at it, bordered by both Westwood and Eastwood Park, looking black in the night.

No, I think.

Please no.

I realize it doesn’t matter what the missing words are.

“They found a body.”





Chapter Thirty-Two




On the last day, the last night my sister calls me, she sounds breathless.

“Em&Em,” she says, “I just saw us.”

It’s past eight at night in San Francisco, which means it’s past eleven in Riverwood. I am at my desk ostensibly working on homework, but really I am doodling the face of a woman. Right now I’m working on the space between her nose and her top lip. Her philtrum.

There’s nothing particularly interesting about it visually, but I love obscure body parts.

“Where were you? I tried to call you earlier,” I say to Rose, putting my pencil down so I can focus.

“Sorry, I was busy,” she says, not elaborating.

“Did you hear what I said though? I saw us. I drove by these two Black little girls with matching cornrows and beads on the ends of their hair. One of them was like seven and the other was like five, and they were holding hands and walking somewhere.”

“Aw,” I say. “Why is that us, though?”

“Because they’re best friends, silly,” Rose says. “What are you up to?”

“Just doodling instead of doing homework,” I say.

“For shame, Em! Are you becoming a slacker?” she jokes.

“No, I just . . .”

I love these doodles, I want to say. I love mixing art and science.

I could say it. I know I could.

Even though the only person who wants me to be a doctor more than Dad is Rose, I think she would understand if I explained.

So why am I so afraid? It is the weirdest thing.

Rose is quiet for a second and then she says, “You know why I gave you the separation list, right?”

“So we would still be connected while we were apart,” I say automatically.

“It’s all the truth I had to give you,” she says. “It’s the stuff I wish someone else had told me. It’s supposed to make your life a little easier.”

“It does,” I say, and right then I am filled with so much love and appreciation for my sister that I do it. I take a giant leap.

I say, “What would you say if I didn’t become a doctor?”

There is a long silence before she finally says, “What would you be instead?”

“I’d still do something in science. I think it could be kind of cool to be a medical illustrator.”

“What the fuck is that?” Rose asks, voice quiet.

I swallow, wondering if maybe this wasn’t the right time. “The people who make the images in textbooks and medical journals and things like that. They’re basically artists who are also scientists.”

“I thought computers did that,” Rose says.

“I mean, yes,” I say. “A lot of it is done with computers these days, but you still need the artistic eye. And you need to know science.”

“Em, tell me you’re kidding,” my sister says with an awkward laugh.

“You’ve wanted to be a doctor forever,” she says. “It’s in your blood.”

“Not really,” I admit, twirling one of my braids around my fingers. “Maybe before I knew there were other things in medicine I could do.”

“You can’t even draw, can you?” Rose says.

It feels like being stabbed with something sharp, right in the solar plexus. What about the wings? The wings she made us both get tattooed on our shoulder blades last summer?

Does that mean she thinks the drawing isn’t very good?

“I’m not the best,” I say. “I’m not Mom.”

“Trust me, Mom is not the best,” my sister scoffs.

I feel weirdly defensive of our mother. “She’s really good, though. Plus, isn’t art kind of subjective?”

“I don’t want you to fuck up your life,” Rose says. “Mom has to make online videos for a living.”

“She wants to make online videos for a living,” I say. “She can do lots of other things.”

“Okay, but nothing she does matters,” Rose says. “You would be saving lives, Emmy. Sure, art can move people or whatever, but Mom makes pictures. These days your fucking phone can do that.”

“Stop saying that!” I’m surprised to hear my voice rising. “Computers help artists. They don’t replace them.”

Rose says nothing, so I go on.

“I think you’re coming from a really cynical place,” I say. “Maybe you’ve been around Dad too long, but what Mom does is special, too.”

“You know she couldn’t make a living in Riverwood, right?” Rose says. “You know that’s why she had to move to hippie-dippy California?”

I . . . didn’t know that.

“And half the reason Mom and Dad were always fighting — half the reason for the civil war — was the fact that Mom wouldn’t get a real job, so we actually had money for shit.”

I blink, clutching the phone to my ear. “It’s not like we were poor,” I say in a small voice.

“No, we weren’t poor,” Rose agrees, “but we weren’t as comfortable as we could have been. Nurses don’t get paid that great for the amount of work they do. Artists don’t get paid at all.”

Her words are painful, like she is yanking my skin from around my flesh.

“So why aren’t you becoming a doctor, then?” I ask, anger making the words rush out without thought. “If it’s so great, why aren’t you doing it?”

Rose’s voice is low when she speaks. “I didn’t have the grades.”

“You work for grades; you don’t just get them,” I say, again without taking the time to think through what I’m saying. “If you had applied yourself more in school, you could have made something of yourself.”

I swallow. “That’s what Dad always says.”

“I’m trying my very best,” Rose says, her voice so dark I can’t tell whether she’s angry or crying. Maybe it’s both. And I instantly feel guilty.

“I’m sorry,” I say hurriedly, but she keeps speaking.

“I’m not book-smart,” she says. “I never have been. And some things come easier to some people. School. Friends. Love. Life comes easier to some people.”

I listen openmouthed as she speaks. Is she implying I am one of the people life comes easier to? Is she right?

“I work hard,” I say, a whisper. “I study all the time.”

“And that’s the thing, Emmy. Even if I did, I wouldn’t get the grades you do, so I didn’t,” she says. “And I don’t. So don’t tell me I just need to apply myself.”

“I didn’t mean —”

“You don’t know anything, Emmy. You’re a child.”

The words have a hot sting to them, like a burn or the bite of a fire ant.

“I’m sorry,” I say again, though I am not entirely sure what Rose is talking about. All I know is I am wrong. All I know is that I’ve hurt my sister, and I want to make it right.

We are silent for several seconds and then Rose speaks.

“Do you know when I knew you were special?”

I shake my head even though she can’t see me.

“I was, like, five and I was reading one of Dad’s books that was way too advanced for me. I always used to carry his books around, trying to, I don’t know, impress him or something. There was a really big word — I don’t remember what it was — but I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t even guess what it was. And then you looked over my shoulder and you said it, just like that.

“I took the credit,” Rose continues. “I ran to Dad and told him I read this super big word, and he was so proud of me. He thought I was extraordinary, for one brief second, but I knew the truth. I knew it was only a matter of time till everybody knew that you were the special one. And I was right.”

“Just because I learned to read early doesn’t make me smarter,” I say, my stomach tight at the thought that I’ve wounded Rose. The thought that I wounded her all those years ago without even meaning to.

“You didn’t just learn to read early,” Rose says. “You were better at everything. A better dancer. A better writer. A better person.

“At some point, I realized, I could be sad about it or I could be the person who cheered the loudest for you. I could love you like you are a part of me. And the truth is, you are a part of me,” she says. “So when you kill it, I kill it, too.”

“I love you,” I tell Rose, my eyes blurry with tears.

“Not as much as I love you, Empire State of Mind,” she says, and we both laugh a little because we’re desperate to release the tension, and we’re happy to pretend it’s because of the silly nickname.

“Don’t be sad,” Rose commands. “Seriously, don’t be sad.

“Promise me,” she says, and I think she’s telling me not to be sad about the ways I might have surpassed her. I want to keep arguing with her, to keep telling her that I am not special; she is.

Happy, bubbly, bossy Rose.

But her voice is so serious and she’s making me promise, and it never occurs to me that maybe she called for a different reason tonight. That maybe this whole conversation hasn’t been about grades or medical school or even the two girls she drove past that reminded her of us. It doesn’t occur to me that she might be asking me not to be sad because she’s about to leave me forever.

So I promise.





Chapter Thirty-Three




I sink into the driver’s seat of the Lemon.

I am shaking.

Struggling to breathe.

They found a body.

In this river that I can see through my windshield. This big, bottomless river.

Silent tears stream down my face, but I barely notice them.

I stare out at the night for what might be hours, trying to think, but the words in my mind are gibberish. They have no meaning.

It’s a body.

Maybe this changes everything.

Maybe this is the moment that rips my life into two distinct parts: Before and After.

Maybe it isn’t.

The burger I ate threatens to come back up, and I swallow to keep it down.

I need to talk to someone about this.

I need somebody to explain to me exactly what this means.

Am I still a sister?

Am I a leftover, a remnant of what once existed?

I start my car and drive to the trailer park. The grass on the edge of the patch of land is long and scraggly, like a person whose hair needs a trim. I park in front of Sloane and Chris’s trailer.

I pound on the door once, twice.

The door swings open and Chris looks at me, a lit cigarette in his mouth.

When I just stand there, his face goes white.

“Shit,” he says, and holds the door open so I can enter.

I pass him so I’m standing in the cramped trailer.

“What happened?” Chris asks, putting out his cigarette on a nearby table.

“They found a body,” I manage to choke out. “In the river.”

“No,” he says. “No.”

Chris doubles over like he’s been punched in the abdomen. He stays like that for several seconds, and all I can do is watch him. I wonder if he is going to throw up. He doesn’t seem to know himself. But slowly, after several minutes, he rights himself. His face is flushed and his eyes are wide.

“Do they know who?”

I shake my head. “All they said is they have a body.”

He walks over to the couch and sits down, elbows on his knees. I lean against a wall, shut my eyes.

“You asked me how she seemed the last time I saw her,” he says. “She was very, very calm. My dad . . . he wasn’t like that. I didn’t think . . . Fuck.”

He rubs his temples, and I can feel how traumatic this is for him, how close it feels to the moment he found his own father. If we were different people, I would hug him, push the hair off his forehead.

“We’d been fighting a lot leading up to that day. Sometimes she would go days without reaching out. Other times, she would call me several times a day.”

“What were you fighting about?” I ask.

He stares down at the ground. “The future. She couldn’t decide what she wanted to do about anything. About us. About school. But that last day, she was so . . . at peace. I wasn’t worried at all. And when she broke up with me, I was just so fucking devastated, so blinded by it that I didn’t . . . How could she have . . . She was so calm.”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I say in a small voice, because if I hear that word again — calm — I will freak out.

Is calm the thing you feel before you leave everything and everyone you love?

What about fernweh? I want to scream. Not fernweh2016 or the riddle I don’t want to understand.

What about all the places we planned to see? What about the space of our wants?

People always talk about the calm before the storm, but what if they’re wrong.

What if the last thing is calm?

I pinch the bracelets on my wrist. I can’t think about what Rose did or didn’t do. I can’t think about whether that body is hers or not.

I can’t think I can’t.

Chris stares at me for a second, then he stands and walks to the back corner of the trailer, his room. I don’t know what makes me follow him, and I don’t know what makes Chris sure that I will.

But he waits until I’m inside to pull the divider shut.

There is no warning before he kisses me. His hands reach out to cup either side of my face, and he tastes like nothing but ash.

He whispers something that sounds like the golden one, as he touches one of my locs.

I kiss him back, desperate and fast, until I start to taste the saltiness of tears.

“Wait,” I murmur against his lips, hand to his chest.

He stops and looks down at me.

Then he sits on his bed, the same size as the ones Rose and I used to have as kids.

“I’m watching the season that is all gastro issues,” he tells me, scooting back until he’s against the wall. “I’m on the one where they think it’s the guy’s brain, but it’s his gut.”

I know instantly that he’s talking about Solved Medical Mysteries. I even know what episode he’s talking about. I sit down next to him, slide to the back of the bed, too.

It feels inevitable, what is going to happen between us. I am Rose, but younger. Rose, but here. And he is the boy who couldn’t make her stay.

But for now, we settle for being a foot apart, watching doctors and specialists try to solve a puzzle of the human body. Chris keeps the laptop on his thighs the whole time.

I’ve always thought the appeal of Solved Medical Mysteries is trying to figure out the answers before the doctors do, but for the first time, I realize that’s not it at all. It’s the comfort of the fact that the mysteries are always solved, resolved, fixed. Not that every patient lives, but that we walk away with answers rather than questions. Half of crime mystery shows end without decisive answers, with speculation rather than resolution. You think this person did it. You suspect that person knows what happened.

Not this show.

The culprit is always the body; the answers are always enough.

Chris and I don’t talk through the first couple of episodes, and I know neither of us is thinking about the show.

I slowly sink into the comfort of his bed, then turn and lie down so my head is against a pillow. I face away from Chris so he can’t see me as a memory comes to my mind.

It is the first Christmas after Mom and I have moved to San Francisco, and Rose is coming to spend the holidays with us. She is fourteen now, and I’m twelve. It is nearly the first anniversary of the civil war, and the first time we have celebrated Christmas away from our home in Riverwood, away from Dad. By the number of times she calls or texts to double-check that Mom and I will be at the right terminal to pick her up, I suspect Rose is nervous about flying for the first time by herself. But as I clean my room and make space for Rose, I am beyond nervous. What if my sister doesn’t like SF? In the weirdest way, I feel responsible for what she thinks of my new city, like it is somehow a reflection of me.

I have other concerns, too: What if Rose is different? What if I am different? I don’t think I’ve changed, but maybe I only think I haven’t, the way you look in the mirror and see the same face day after day for years, and then one day, suddenly all the little changes have metastasized so that you no longer recognize yourself.

I am also homesick in the worst way. I miss Rose, yes, but I miss Dad, too. I really miss Levi, who has new friends and who I message with less and less often. I miss my school. I miss my friends. I miss my bed.

I feel guilty because Rose coming to California should be enough. It should make me feel complete and festive and happy because she has always been the most important part of Riverwood for me. She has always been the most important part of everything for me. But the truth is that, even with Rose coming for the holidays, I feel desperately unhappy.

To compensate, I decide to be my cheeriest self for her.

When she steps off the plane, I wrap her in the tightest embrace. The two of us link arms as Mom and Rose and I walk to our car, dragging her luggage behind us. I tell her about the way the Golden Gate Bridge is lit up for the holidays. I tell her about the beaches and the shopping malls and all the things we can do now that we’re in a big city.

I think I’m doing an excellent job of being upbeat until bedtime, when Rose says, “I have some stuff that is going to make you so happy.”

I’m shocked. “I am happy,” I say.

“No, you’re not,” she says, unzipping the luggage box full of her clothes. “You’re sad.”

Before I can ask how Rose knows, she proceeds to pull out sandwich bag after sandwich bag, including one that seems to be half-full of water.

“What is all that?” I ask.

“Riverwood,” Rose says. “Since you can’t be home, I brought it to you.”

One bag has a tiny piece of the comforter from the bed I left behind.

“This one is a piece of the rug in the living room.”

My mouth drops open, even as I open the bag and touch the rough thick fabric. “You cut a piece off the rug?” I ask, incredulous.

Rose grins. “I did what I had to do.”

“This is a dried flower from Westwood Park,” she says. “Eastwood Park can suck it.”

“Oh! A bit of Moose’s fur clandestinely taken from Levi’s room.”

“Rose!” I exclaim.

She presses a facecloth to my nose. “A spritz of Levi’s cologne. Did I mention he’s wearing cologne now?”

“Oh my God!”

“One of Dad’s combs in case you want to, you know, clone him.”

Now I’m laughing so hard that I can hardly breathe.

She’s laughing, too, but she holds up the final bag with the water. “And a handful of Ohioan snow from our backyard,” Rose says. “Merry Christmas, Emcee Hammer.”

“What if the bag had a hole and the water got all over your things?”

“Then I’d be wearing Eau de Riverwood all over me,” she says with a shrug. “Not the worst thing in the world.”

“Rose,” I say sobering, my eyes filling. “This is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

“Nah,” Rose says dismissively. “As nice things go, we should probably acknowledge that Mom pushed you out of her hoo-ha.”

One look from me and she quickly rephrases. “Sorry, out of her vagina.”

I throw my arms around my sister and hug her even tighter than I did at the airport. “How did you know?” I whisper into her shoulder.

“I’ll always know, Em,” she says. “I know you like I know myself.”

I bring the facecloth with Levi’s cologne up to my nose and breathe it in, even though it’s probably the creepiest thing I’ve ever done. “How is Leaves?” I ask.

She doesn’t look at me when she says, “He goes by Levi now, first of all. He’s also super busy with his shiny new friends.”

“I’m going to cry every time I look at this sandwich bag full of water,” I say, changing the subject because I hate the thought that Leaves no longer exists.

Rose snorts. “No, you’re not. Number eight on the separation list.”

Don’t cry twice about the same thing.

“Fine, fine,” I say, and marvel at what it feels like to be known so precisely by another living soul.

Now, in Chris’s room, in this bed that smells smokier and older and more male than anything I’ve ever experienced, I wonder how much of what Rose gave to me that day was real.

How could she have gotten Moose’s fur or Levi’s cologne if she cut him off so soon after I left?

Was the water melted snow or just tap water that she’d filled in an airport bathroom?

I know some things were real. When I went back to Riverwood that summer, the rug in the living room had the tiniest bit cut off from it, and so did my old comforter. Rose showed me both things proudly, like there was some kind of prize for defacing things neither of us had paid for.

As I drift to sleep in Chris’s bed, I think about what Rose said.

I’ll always know, Em. I know you like I know myself.

Does it work the other way, too?

Do I know her like I know myself?

Why does Go into the wild and live wide awake knowing these . . . needed rest fill me with inexplicable sadness, even though it’s incomplete?

What does it mean that I was at the other side of the river right when they found a body?

What does it mean that my heart is bradycardic, slow and lethargic, like it’s broken?

I want it to mean nothing, but we are extensions of each other, and I’m afraid my sluggish heartbeat means that the person they found was Rose.





Chapter Thirty-Four




It is déjà vu, waking up for the second time in Chris’s trailer in less than forty-eight hours. This time, though, I slept through the night. This time, I slept in Chris’s bed. He spent the night on the couch, I think.

As I open my eyes, I notice something I didn’t last night.

A clock on the tiny table. The clock.

The circular frame of the clock is gold, the face is yellow, and the calligraphed words “You Are My Sunshine” are in white.

Rose was here that last day.

If my sister went through town in the order I think she did, in the order of the Instagram posts, then this was the last place she came to before she went to the river.

I stand up and go to the clock, inspect it, then take off the battery cover. A tiny piece of paper is tucked in with the AAs.

Dry bones. — RT

This is how the sentence ends. Where it ends.

But I refuse to put the words all together. I refuse to understand what she was trying to tell me.

I focus on the fact that she was here.

And Chris lied to me, told me he saw her last in Big Papa’s.

Chris’s laptop is closed on the table.

I can hear him on the other side of the divider, talking to Sloane in a quiet voice.

My phone vibrates in the pocket of the dress I’m wearing. I pull it out.

Hey, Turner.

Levi.

Call me.

I guess he knows about the body now. I guess Dad told his mother or Peter. I wonder if there is new information, if they’ve identified it.

I have missed calls from Mom and Dad and a voice message that I can’t bring myself to listen to.

And then my phone starts ringing — also Levi.

I grab Chris’s laptop, slide it under my armpit, and pull back the curtain. I rush for and barricade myself into the tiny bathroom next to Chris’s room before either him or Sloane can stop me.

Several things happen at once.

“Emmy? What the fuck is she doing here?” Sloane cries. “What are you doing, Chris?”

Chris is ignoring her, pounding on the door of the bathroom. And I know he saw me with his laptop. “Emmy, give it back. Come on, don’t do this. Open up.”

I am in the tiny stall, sitting on the toilet, and clicking random keys to wake up his computer.

When it comes on, his computer is password-protected. I should not be able to get in, but Chris’s panic makes me think I can.

I start trying every combination I can think of: roseturner, rosenatalieturner, turnerrose, natalierose. I am frantic, my fingers shaking with urgency, because what if he breaks down the door?

I don’t know anything about Chris that I can use to crack his password. All we talk about is Rose.

Think, Emmy, I say, pausing for one moment to collect myself.

I try fernweh2016. Nothing.

I try Sunflower22, Rose’s handle on Rabbit Hole.

I’m almost too stunned to move when it opens.

I don’t have to do anything to find the first video. It’s sitting in a minimized window; behind the Solved Medical Mystery episodes we were watching. Like Chris was watching it before I came over, like all he does is sit and watch videos of her.

I am terrified as I click Play, as my sister’s voice suddenly fills the tiny bathroom.

“EMMY.” Chris is pounding even harder on the door now, but I tune him out.

Her face is so close to the camera, I can see her pores.

“Oof!” My sister makes a startled sound, before she zooms out on herself, like she’s not used to taking videos. She turns the camera and enters a room where a half-naked Chris is lying in bed.

“Okay, so hello, future Chris and Rose. Today is Chris’s birthday and we’re doing a scavenger hunt to celebrate. Sleepyhead, how old are you turning?”

He groans in response.

“He doesn’t speak this early in the morning, it’s a condition, but he’s turning twenty-one! Happy birthday, Grandpa!”

The video ends, but I’m already searching for the next one.

He’s driving a car and she’s filming again.

“Give me your best accent,” Rose orders in her familiar bossy tone.

“How’s it goin’, mate,” Chris says in the worst approximation of an Australian accent I’ve ever heard. I have never seen this side of him, goofy and bright, like he’s lit up from the inside.

In the next video, they are walking on a city street arm in arm, lights all around them.

“Holy fucking shit,” Rose says, too loud. She’s the one recording and she’s clearly drunk. “We just did it! Can you believe it? We’re married!”

I start crying then, even as the camera wobbles before focusing on them again.

They kiss noisily as a car honks twice at them.

“Fuck the fuck off!” Chris shouts at the honker. He runs into the middle of the street and holds his arms out, like he’s Leo DiCaprio in Titanic.

“I just got married to the prettiest girl in the world!” he declares while Rose laughs and shushes him, camera shaking again.

“Emmy, come on,” Chris says from outside the door. He’s no longer shouting, no longer shaking the door.

“You got married?” Sloane asks in a small voice.

I go on to the next one.

They’re at a restaurant and Rose is wearing her yellow sunglasses, playing with a menu.

“What do you think about Eunice for our first kid’s name?” Chris asks. “That’s my grandma’s name.”

“I’m sorry, I thought if we had kids, they’d be infants, not World War II veterans.”

They both dissolve into fits of laughter.

Another one.

It’s Rose, crying in a bedroom I don’t recognize.

“I don’t know if we should have done it. Dad is going to kill me. My family wasn’t even there. What about Sloane?” she says, face buried in her hands. “What about Emmy?”

Chris murmurs softly to her. “It’s okay,” he says.

“We love each other, right?” he says. “It doesn’t matter what anyone thinks.”

Rose nods but keeps crying. “Can you turn that off?”

I start another one, where Rose is lying in the grass. I think they’re at Westwood Park because I can see the lake in the background. She looks tired, sets a book on her chest as she turns to face the camera and smiles.

“My allergies?” she asks, repeating a question I don’t hear. “Horses, bad weather, and Sesame Street.”

I check the date: March 23.

The last one I let myself watch is the most recent one. It’s from April 21.

It is just Rose, sitting in a room I don’t recognize, talking to a camera. She looks somber, like she’s at court or about to deliver bad news.

“Chris,” she says. She’s wringing her hands, her nervous tell. “I knew when we met that you would change my life. When you told me about Rabbit Hole, when you told me what you wished your father had known, I thought you’d helped me find a way out. I thought it was the kindest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

I pause it.

Go back and replay it.

When you told me about Rabbit Hole, when you told me what you wished your father had known, I thought you’d helped me find a way out.

Replay it.

When you told me about Rabbit Hole . . .

Replay it.

I thought you’d helped me find a way out . . .

“Emmy, Jesus, let’s just talk,” Chris pleads from outside.

I let Rose continue. “But while I was tying up loose ends, getting ready to go, I ended up falling in love with you and you fell in love with me, and I started to think maybe you were going to save me. I was happy with you; please don’t think I wasn’t. But I’m broken. I’m fucked up. I don’t feel what I’m supposed to feel. I’m not even sad. God, sad would be a relief. It would be better than this nothingness. Most days I just want to stop existing, to stop being. And what I’m realizing is that one person cannot save another person. You can’t love away someone’s pain, someone’s darkness, someone’s monsters.

“Anyway, what I’m saying is that I need some time to figure out what I’m going to do. If I can save myself. If I want to save myself. And if you’re watching this, then I’ve brought the ring back. And I’m sorry.” She starts to cry now. “Please don’t look for me. I think I’m finally doing the right thing. And I think you’re extraordinary.”

The video goes dark.

I play it again.

Again.

Again.

When I finally open the door, I don’t even have tears anymore.

I am numb, depleted, exhausted.

I walk past both Sloane and Chris, drop the laptop on the bed. I sit on the mattress and start pulling on my sneakers.

Chris is at my side immediately. “You have to understand, Emmy. She was so depressed when we first met. We met at a party last summer, the same night Sloane met Rose. We got to talking. Rose wasn’t doing well. She was really, truly done. People like her, they’re not looking for sympathy or a pep talk. All she wanted was a way out,” he says, speaking at breakneck speed, like he’s afraid to not get the words out.

“It was my dad all over again. I have so many regrets about the way things ended for him. He was in agony for hours before I found him.”

His voice breaks. “Do you know what that does to . . . I don’t think anyone deserves to die like that. Alone. In pain. Fucking cancer patients, they’re surrounded by people they love. They get a hero’s death. But just because you’re sick, sick inside . . .”

I finally speak. “So you told her about the site.”

“I didn’t want her to be in pain.”

Sloane is standing quietly, watching us, her face a mask of horror.

I stand up, still eerily calm. “So you told her about the site.”

“She could have found it herself. She could have found anything herself. When someone wants out, they’ll find it at any cost. I just didn’t want it to be bad for her. I knew she was special when I met her and . . .” His voice fades.

Special. I have grown to hate that word. So, so much.

I move past Sloane and start going into the center of the trailer. Chris is following me, and I turn to him to tell him to leave me alone. But what comes out is “My sister has been missing for over three months and you knew she’d been on this website. You knew she wasn’t okay, and you didn’t say anything?”

Chris blinks. “I hoped she hadn’t done anything. You saw her message. She said she was deciding if she wanted to live, and she fucking deserves that. Everybody deserves that. Isn’t that what we’re all doing every day, deciding to live?”

“You said you didn’t know she was depressed. You said you didn’t know where she is.” My tone is completely flat.

“I don’t know where she is.”

“The police probably do,” I point out. “She’s probably the person they found. She’s probably dead.”

The words are poison, corrosive and skin-melting, hard to spit out and harder to swallow.

Dead.

Rose.

It is the first time I have really allowed myself to think it, not to mention say it out loud.

My sister is probably dead.

Chris flinches at the word, too, and stares down at the ground.

“Look at me,” I say, taking a step toward him. “Look at me in the fucking face, you piece-of-shit coward.”

He lifts his gaze up, his head still bowed.

“All those people,” I say, stalking toward him. “All those lives.”

He is a blurry image in front of me, my tears like a heavy rainfall, but I keep speaking. “They are mothers and fathers. They are kids. Someone on there was thirteen,” I say.

“I didn’t get my period until I was thirteen,” I tell him.

“If I thought I could help . . .” he begins.

“You are a murderer,” I say, my voice low and hissing. We are almost nose to nose now. “You could have told someone. You have all those people’s blood on your hands.”

He shakes his head. “I wanted her to live. I tried to make her happy. I even . . . the texts I sent every day, they were a list of good things, if she was still deciding. Reasons for her to stay alive.”

I think of the texts I found on her phone: The opening chords of Here Comes the Sun. Paris.

Reasons to stay alive.

“What about me, you fucking psycho? What about her family? What about her friends?” I spit out. I am crying again. “All those people. They have people who love them. You could have said something, stopped someone.”

Stopped Rose, I don’t say.

“They were going to do it anyway,” he insists.

“HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT?” I scream. “How do you know that they were going to do it anyway?”

“Emmy,” Sloane says, from behind Chris, trying to keep things civil.

Instead of backing down, though, Chris raises his voice, too. “Because they always fucking do, okay? People who want to find a way will.”

“That’s not true!”

“Yes, it is,” he says. “You don’t know shit. You’re a spoiled fucking princess.”

It reminds me so much of Rose’s words.

You don’t know anything, Emmy. You’re a child.

And maybe that is the thing that makes me snap, that this bastard has the audacity to echo my sister.

I slap him hard across the face.

He glares at me and, for a second, I am afraid he will hit me back.

“You bitch,” he says, eyeing me.

Those words smart, but not as much as the memory of what he said earlier about how Rose couldn’t decide, how he wanted her to make up her mind. About what — her life? Her death?

“You said you were fighting over the future? Was it over what she should do? Whether she should kill herself?”

Chris looks down at the ground. “It was a lot more complicated than that. She had times when she wanted to go and times when she didn’t, and I wanted her to stay. I wanted her to live. I love her. I loved her enough to let her go and —”

I step forward and slap him again on the other cheek, so hard my palm is stinging.

He holds on to his jaw like I’ve left a mark.

“What if she could have gotten help? What if she could have gotten well?” I shout.

Sloane is crying now, too.

“I hope you go to jail. I hope you rot in hell.”

I’m almost out of the trailer when he speaks again.

“What would you have done?”

I freeze, but the answer is so easy. “Taken her to a doctor, a therapist, my dad, my mom. Anything. Anyone. She was sick, and sick people can get better.”

“And what if she didn’t want to?” Chris asks, getting angry again now. “What if she made up her mind? She was nineteen. An adult. Old enough to get married.”

The reminder of what they did, what I saw in that video, stings like a knife wound, but I don’t give him the satisfaction of showing it.

“Oh, so every nineteen-year-old can just go off themselves?” I ask.

“If that’s what they want,” he says, not backing down.

I almost slap him again, but Sloane is the one who speaks first. “Chris, stop!”

“I would never, ever hurt Rose,” Chris says. “But I let her make her choice. And I made sure she wouldn’t be alone or in pain. And I’m not sorry for that.”

I spit in his face, actually spit.

Sloane is between us, guiding me away from him before he can react. I’m outside, but I only get as far as the second step of the trailer before I collapse.

I am sobbing.

Big, gigantic, body-shaking sobs.

Because my sister is gone.

My sister is really gone, and I don’t know whether she is dead or alive.

I don’t know whether she drowned.

I don’t know whether she was afraid.

“I didn’t even know,” I wail as Sloane kneels on the ground beside me. “I didn’t know that she was sick.”

I didn’t know.

How can you love someone and not know who they are? How can you love someone and not see the things that scare them, the things that make them happy, the things that make them sad?

“I didn’t love her right.”

“Shh,” Sloane says, pushing my locs out of my face. It is so kind, so gentle, like a big sister.

And suddenly she is all I can see.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I’m so, so sorry. Please come back.

“Please don’t leave me,” I plead, clutching her shoulders so tight that she stiffens.

“Emmy,” she says, “what do you need me to do? What should I do?”

“Please don’t leave me,” I say again and again and again.

I feel like I have been ripped exactly in half, down the midline of my body. My arms pulled in opposite directions, my legs at different angles. My heart ruptured, split in two. The bigger portion, the apex, to the left, the smaller chunk to the right. I have half a face and half a brain. I am broken, decapitated, but of course it makes sense.

My sister is exactly half of me.

And she is gone.

“Emmy, where’s your phone?” Sloane asks. “Who can I call?”

“Rose,” I mutter.

Always, always, Rose.

From start to finish.





Chapter Thirty-Five




Right there on the second step of the trailer, I allow the sentence to come together in my mind.

I allow myself to understand what Rose was trying to tell me.

Go into the wild and live wide awake, knowing these dry bones needed rest.

All this time, I thought my sister was telling me where she went.

But the sentence was a continuation of the separation list, one last rule, the final truth she had to leave me with.

Number 13.

She was telling me how to live without her.





Chapter Thirty-Six




Levi pulls up to the trailer, and Sloane stands from where she is on the bottom step. The last time I saw Chris, he was standing in the doorway of the trailer, watching me cry and looking like he’d been punched. I made Sloane shut the door. I made her keep him inside.

Levi jogs toward us and stoops down in front of me.

“Turner,” he says in the gentlest voice I’ve ever heard him use. “It’s me. I’m taking you home, okay?”

I don’t answer, just stare straight ahead.

Sloane is a pillar at my left side, and Levi is solid on my right. He wraps a long arm around my waist, and with both of them helping me, we make it down the steps and to Levi’s truck.

Like he knows that I don’t have the energy to lift myself up, Levi physically picks me up and puts me in the passenger seat. He buckles me in like I’m a child in a booster seat, but I don’t even care.

“Emmy,” Sloane says.

I look at her.

“Dad was Chris’s best friend. He didn’t tell anyone his plans so nobody knew where to look and . . .”

Her tears glisten under the glare of the sunlight, and she dabs at the corner of her eye. “They said he was awake and alone for six hours before anyone found him. It messed Chris up. It messed us all up.”

Levi shuts the passenger door from outside, effectively ending Sloane’s explanation, mumbles a “thanks for calling me” at her, and then goes around to the driver’s side.

I watch Sloane’s figure growing smaller and smaller in the side mirror as we drive away.

Levi does not try to make me talk. He does not ask me what happened with Chris. He doesn’t ask me to explain what Sloane was saying.

When we get to the front of my house, Levi jumps out of his truck and comes around to help me out.

“Thank you,” I manage to say, when all I am thinking is Am I an only child now?

If you lose your parents, you’re an orphan. If you lose your spouse, you’re a widow or widower. What are you if you lose your sister?

Broken.

Alone.

A fragment.

A leftover.

“Come on, Turner,” Levi says, as he guides me to my front door.

Dad opens the door before Levi even knocks, and then he takes over.

“Thanks, Levi,” Dad says, like they are passing a baton.

“I’d like to stay,” Levi surprises all of us by saying. “I can crash on the couch. Or anywhere.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Dad says.

“Then, I’ll help you get upstairs,” Levi says, putting his arm around me again.

Dad opens his mouth to refuse Levi again, but he must think better of it because he sighs.

And then both my dad and Levi are helping me up the stairs to my room. I want to say something to them about how the only things wrong with me are inside of me. I want to tell them I can stand and move and walk, but the words don’t come. So they lead me into Rose’s room, and I immediately crawl into her bed.

It doesn’t smell like her coconut body wash anymore. It smells nondescript, unremarkable, like me. It smells like laundry detergent, like a stranger.

Silent tears pour from my eyes again.

Dad folds me into his arms, pressing a kiss into my hair.

“I know,” he says, simply, and his voice sounds thick with tears. I think for a second that I hate my father.

After all, he has been here. He saw her every day. How did he not know?

He is a nurse.

How did he not see the signs — her withdrawal, her obsessing over a dead man, her despair?

But if I blame him, what do I do with myself?

I am the one who is supposed to be part of her. I am the one who is supposed to know her better than anyone in the world.

Dad holds me for several minutes.

Levi doesn’t look away from me throughout our hug. If he is uncomfortable by our affection, by our brokenness, he doesn’t show it.

“Let’s give Emmy some space,” Dad says, backing away, and he and Levi leave, shutting the door behind them.

The next day, Tuesday, I don’t leave my bed.

I don’t move or speak.

I think about the process of dying, which is even more complicated sometimes than the process of living.

When a person dies, a medical professional (usually a doctor) will call the time of death. That way, everyone at the scene knows when and why lifesaving efforts have been stopped. The weird part is that there is no set guideline for declaring a person dead.

This is because there are different ways to die, different ways to be dead.

There is circulatory death, where the heart stops beating and won’t start again on its own.

There is brain death, where the crucial parts of the brain stop working.

Then there are stages of death.

I find them on my phone, my fingers the only moving part of me as I search.

Pallor mortis, the first stage or the zombie stage, where your skin goes pale.

Algor mortis, the second stage where your body temperature changes (usually cools) to match the external temperature.

Rigor mortis, the third stage where your muscle fibers die, causing rigidity and stiffness of the limbs.

There are other stages that go all the way to how a human, a living breathing human, becomes a fossil.

When we saw Patrick Holiday die in Macy’s that time, there was a hush over the entire front of the store, the kind of profound silence that can only be achieved by removing one important person.

That silence, that void, is the same sound I have heard all around me since the moment Rose left. I took it to mean that she was fine because I didn’t feel anything. And surely, if you are connected to someone and they die, you feel it — that shriveling of cells, that falling apart of tissue, that final lethal blow.

But now I think dying is a process, and some of it is quiet, reverent, holy almost. And the rest of it is something in between.

Right in the middle of reading about all the stages of dying, Dad comes in my room again and tells me that Robin has gone into labor.

“Levi is at the hospital,” Dad says. “I’m sure he would like it if you stopped by.”

Dad says this to me, offering it like it’s a dangling piece of fruit, an enticement. I think he knows that Levi and I are more than friends.

But my father also knows that I love babies.

I love their newborn smell, love their startled cries, love their crinkled skin.

I love getting to touch that soft hair, those padded tiny feet, the warmth of a finger hold.

Because babies are proof that life continues. A baby’s scream is the exact opposite of that quiet phase of death.

I need it now more than I have ever needed it. I need to know that the opposite of death exists.

I see that Levi has texted me, telling me he and Robin and Peter are at the hospital. I see that he has asked me how I am feeling today.

“I think I’ll stay here,” I tell Dad, turning off my phone and setting it on the bed beside me.

Something hits me then. A full-body tackle. If I was standing, I would fall. As I am lying down, I just blink.

All this time, I thought Rose was my partner in crime, my mirror image, the After to my Before. I thought you would have to sear me straight in half to take my sister from me.

Except it turns out you can’t remove her with such a clean cut.

She is my entire heart.

“Emmy,” Dad says softly. “We don’t know anything for sure.”

“I do,” I whisper, turning onto my side and waiting for the reprieve of sleep.

It’s over.

This is the end of us. Her and me and us.

This is the end of me.

Her dry bones needed rest.

Dad looks at his phone screen right then, and maybe he’s getting a call or a text, but I think — I’m sure — he’s checking the time.

Time of death.

I think this is the exact moment he calls it for me.





Chapter Thirty-Seven




I’m wrong, though.

I’m wrong because a few hours later, Dad is shaking me awake. I think it’s to tell me Mom is here, in Riverwood for the first time in six years.

But that’s not it.

“The body,” he says. “It was male.”

I stare at him, sleep making him blurry in front of me.

“Do you understand what that means?” he asks, relief pouring from his words. “It wasn’t Rose. It’s not Rose.”

I do not react with glee.

I do not react at all.

Male.

He is someone’s brother, son, boyfriend, husband, friend, father, soul mate.

He is someone’s future or someone’s past. Someone’s present.

And he is gone.

“So where is Rose?” I ask Dad, my tone flat.

His face falls. “I don’t . . . I don’t know.”





Chapter Thirty-Eight




The next time I wake up, Mom is lying in Rose’s bed beside me.

“Mom,” I whisper.

In just that word, I tell her a multitude of things.

I am heart-less. I am a leftover. I will never be fine without Rose.

“It’s okay, baby,” she says, hand on my cheek. “It’s okay.”

I go back to sleep.





Chapter Thirty-Nine




Mom bustles around my room, cleaning and bringing me food. Moving too much of Rose’s stuff. Touching things. She and Dad talk in hushed tones outside my door. She sleeps beside me that night.

“The police think I should go back to San Francisco,” Mom tells me, even though she has only been here less than a day. “In case Rose goes there. They want a list of places she might be, too, so they can look there. Can you help with that?”

I point to the list above our bed, instead of telling her the truth: Anywhere. Rose could be anywhere.

“Will you come back with me?” Mom asks.

“No,” I tell her, because I’m not ready to leave the last place where I know Rose was.

The next day, Mom is gone. And I wonder if I imagined her. If I dreamed her up, just the way I dreamed up a version of my sister who was healthy and safe and alive.

I am alone again in my sister’s bed, just another of the things she didn’t take with her.





Chapter Forty




The thing about true surprise is that it only lasts so long. The startle response in animals is less than a second long and can activate the fight-or-flight response, that rush of adrenaline that helps you escape or helps you fight.

But after surprise wears off — and it will, no matter what — what is left is either confusion or understanding.

After the surprises of the last couple of days, after the body in the river and after we find out it’s not Rose, I have to obey the laws of nature. The laws of science.

I go into my next phase: confusion.

If I could, I would stay in bed for this phase, too, just let my muscles atrophy and my bones waste away. After all, I am supposed to be dead. A heart-less, sister-less creature.

But the rest of my body doesn’t get the memo. It keeps moving and breathing and being.

It refuses to die.

So I humor it.

The first thing I do when I crawl out of bed is open the curtains. Sunlight streams inside Rose’s room, bright and so aggressive that I have to squint.

I check my phone, but it is mostly concerned texts from Asia and Levi. There are texts from Sloane and Chris, too. I turn it off again.

Next, I go downstairs and find a can of ginger ale in the pantry. Because of Number 10.

When you’re sick, drink ginger ale.

Am I following the separation list again?

I don’t know.

But I’m not not following it.

I am just doing.

Dad is in the living room, watching a TV show. To my surprise, it is not Solved Medical Mysteries. It is some cooking competition show.

“Emmy,” he says, looking up at me. He seems so relieved to see me up and about, alive.

“What are you watching?” My voice is hoarse; it doesn’t sound like mine at all. I am still wearing Rose’s dress from three days ago. I probably smell like death. I play with the tab of the can of ginger ale.

“Cheftastic,” Dad says. “Actually, your sister introduced it to me earlier in the year, but I haven’t been able to find the channel since she . . .”

Left?

Abandoned us?

Died?

I swallow over the lump in my throat, over the sharp pain in my empty chest.

“You watched it with her?”

“Just once,” Dad says. “It was a Saturday morning in February. She usually slept in during the weekends or was out with friends but, that day, she was curled up on the couch watching and she said, ‘Dad, you’ll love this show.’ And so I sat down, and I did really like it.”

Dad’s eyes get sad. “We didn’t do enough things together these past few years.

“I feel like I should have seen,” Dad says, voice breaking. “But I think Rose purposely hid all the signs because she was trying to protect us. When your sister determines that she’s going to protect something or someone, there is no stopping her. You probably know that better than anyone.”

I think of the bracelet, the gifts from Riverwood, the separation list. All things Rose gave me to help me in her absence.

I think of the letters for Dad, the job she found Sloane.

I sit on one arm of the couch.

“For a while after you and your mother left, everything was fine between us. But as more time passed, Rose started to pull away. I could feel her resentment simmering.

“I blamed myself,” Dad says, “for the fact that she felt she had to take care of me. I was supposed to be the father, the one taking care of her. So I tried to really assert myself in her life, be the Father Figure, but all she did was pull even further away, rebel.”

“Did you even suspect?” I ask him, voice hollow. “That she was depressed?”

Dad shakes his head. “In retrospect, I should have. She stopped bringing friends over, got moody and detached. I thought it was all about her resentment of me. I didn’t realize it was bigger, that she was in so much pain.”

“It’s not your fault,” I hear myself telling Dad.

I don’t tell him that Rose and Chris got married, that there are more stories that would break his heart, because they are Rose’s stories. And if Rose is alive, if there’s even the slightest chance, I want her to get to tell them.

Dad looks at me, a long sad look. Finally, he says, “It’s not yours, either.”

I look at the television, the contestants running around like beheaded chickens.

“They’re doing a whole marathon today,” Dad tells me. “I have the next couple of days off work, so I have nothing better to do.”

He pats the space on the other end of the couch, inviting me to sit with him.

I hesitate for a second, before sitting down and opening the can in my hand.

We watch Cheftastic for hours, the sun sinking through the blinds behind the television.

Mom texts Dad to say she arrived safely back in SF.

I fall asleep.

I dream of ghosts, of footprints that belong to no one, of noises that don’t make a sound.

It must be close to midnight when Dad wakes me.

“If you were still ten, I would carry you up the stairs,” he says, “but I threw my back out a couple of years ago at work.”

“It’s okay,” I tell him.

I hug him, say good night, and go up the stairs.

In me and Rose’s room, I climb back into the comfortable warmth of the bed.

The pillow is immediately damp, and I sit up and touch my face.

My hands come away wet.

I am surprised that I can still cry.





Chapter Forty-One




I take a shower the next day.

Levi comes over.

These things are not related, but I’m glad I washed my hair when I hear him inhale as he hugs me. His arms fold around me, warm and strong and tight.

“I missed you, Turner,” he says into my shoulder, seemingly not caring that Dad is at the dining table, able to see us.

“You have a baby brother,” I say when I force myself out of his embrace.

“Yep. You should come meet him,” Levi says.

“Maybe later. What’s his name?”

Levi snorts. “Peter Anthony Wall II,” he says. “As if that douche canoe was going to miss out on the chance to inflict his name on another soul.”

Dad clears his throat, but not because he is uncomfortable.

“Sorry, Mr. Turner,” Levi says with a grin, not sounding sorry at all. Dad hides a smile as he keeps reading.

Levi doesn’t stay very long. Maybe about ten minutes.

When I walk him to the door, he leans down and presses a soft kiss on my lips.

I feel dizzy and lightheaded as I watch him go, his broad chest on display in the tight shirt he’s wearing.

I touch my left wrist, underneath the bracelets, and am surprised to find a pulse.





Chapter Forty-Two




Dad goes back to work.

I am up early before his day shift, sitting at the dining table. He’s wearing scrubs and wolfing down his breakfast while standing.

“Dad,” I say, legs folded underneath me. “When can I meet her?”

He looks taken aback.

“Paula?” he asks.

I nod, and his entire face lights up.

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

I take my second shower in as many days, and maybe it seems small, but it feels Herculean.

As I climb out of the shower, the mirror is cloudy.

I wipe it with a dirty hand towel.

As soon as it’s clean, I breathe against it, watching as the exact spot where my mouth is fogs up again.

I am stunned to find it, another sign of life: breath.





Chapter Forty-Three




I finally talk to Mom.

“I reached out to those VPS kids and they’re lovely. I think maybe we can collaborate. Work together, not against each other,” she tells me. She is pleased in theory, but her eyes don’t twinkle on our video chat and, even though she’s back home, she is not on any particular diet this week. The police have officially registered Rose as a missing person, though they still believe she left voluntarily.

Mom and Dad have switched positions, and Mom is now the one who won’t speak about my sister. Not when she has to admit that finding Rose in some Italian villa, living her best life, is probably not going to happen.

“It was so weird seeing your father again after all this time,” Mom says. “Did he tell you he has a girlfriend?”

The clipped tone she’s used to talk about my father over the last few weeks is gone, and she just sounds sad now.

“Yes,” I say. “Does it bother you? You’ve dated, too.”

Mom sighs. “It shouldn’t,” she says. “But your father used to say I was the love of his life. You wouldn’t think it to look at him, but he can be very romantic.

“Anyway, because I pulled the plug on the marriage, because I started dating before he did, I always thought I would find my person first. Not that he would sit around and pine away for me forever or anything, but . . .” She sighs again. “It is an intoxicating feeling when someone loves you, and very sad when they move past you.”

I am quiet for a few seconds.

“Did you ever cheat on Dad?” I ask. “Rose implied it, once. That you used to have these meetings.”

Mom gives a surprised laugh. “Of course not.”

I tell her about the day at the mall — not about Patrick’s death, but what Rose said as Mom walked away.

She’s meeting someone, my sister had said, and I had believed her because she was always right.

“No, that wasn’t it at all,” Mom says. “I lost a lot of confidence in my art while I was married to your father. Not because of him. Honestly, I think it was that town. After we met at State, your father said he needed a small-town life; he couldn’t take the hustle and bustle of the city. I was so head over heels that I agreed. And of course I had quit college to pursue my art, so there was nothing keeping me in the city.

“But we moved to that town and it strangled me. Took my creativity,” she says in a way that makes Riverwood sound savage and animate. “None of my work was inspired, so of course none of it would sell. Suddenly I was an artist who couldn’t create. I didn’t have any other marketable skills.

“But hope is a hard thing to kill. I found an artist studio in the basement of the mall in the city,” she says. “So I started traveling there once a week. I’d give myself a couple of hours, and every single time, I felt like someone had refilled my oxygen. My work got so much better.

“I made friends with lots of people around the mall, so it doesn’t surprise me that Rose thought I was meeting people.” She laughs at the absurdity. “It sounds silly, but I was meeting myself, Emmy.

“When surgeons have their routines and habits, we say they are particular but brilliant. When athletes have a whole list of rituals they do before a game, we say they’re superstitious,” Mom says, “but when an artist insists that they need certain conditions to work, they are unreasonable. Divas. Frou-frou.

“Well, fuck you,” Mom says.

“Mom,” I say, surprised at her language. I remember her cursing a lot when we were younger, when she would have arguments with Dad, but not much since then.

She continues.

“Maybe my brain is just as valuable as your gifted surgeon hands, your super speedy legs. Your biceps. My art is lifesaving, too. If not for the people who buy and look at it, then at the very least for me,” Mom says. “You have to decide you matter enough, and if the conditions aren’t right for your creativity, change them.

“Now, I’m not saying insist on ridiculous conditions at the expense of everyone around you,” Mom says. “Just try your best, within reasonable means, to do the thing you love.”

Her words are piercing, but I refuse to look at my sketch pad, abandoned on Rose’s shelf for the last couple of weeks.

“That’s the thing I’m always trying to tell your sister. The fact that you love something makes it exceptional, not the other way around,” she says. “I don’t love you because you’re beautiful. You’re beautiful because I love you. See the difference? I don’t think she ever understood that.”

“What if we never find her?”

I am surprised by the smallness, the breathiness of my voice.

“We’ll keep going,” Mom says quietly.

“What if we do find her?” I ask. I don’t tell her what I’m afraid we’ll find. My sister’s tired bones, the ones that needed rest so badly that she couldn’t stay.

“We’ll keep going,” she repeats.

Her words have no meaning, and I bite my lower lip so long that I taste something metallic.

I am surprised that I still bleed.





Chapter Forty-Four




Dad has been to see Peter II three times, and I know Levi is hurt that I haven’t come by even once yet. He is proud and obsessed with his new brother in a way that seems to surprise even him.

Levi keeps a constant stream of texts coming: baby updates, college-planning updates, Tai updates, and, surprisingly, shoulder updates. He is no longer denying his pain.

These updates are how I know he has a meeting with an ortho specialist in the city this afternoon, and why I decide to go over to meet the baby today.

I’m not avoiding Levi or anything, but I don’t trust my own reaction with Peter II. I am heart-less, after all. What if I have no reaction to the kid? What if I don’t want to hold or touch or sniff him like a normal person?

Today is Monday, and it has been seven blinding, sad days since I ran out of places to follow Rose. Since she spoke her last sentence to me.

When I knock on the door, Peter I opens it wearing a long-sleeved shirt that is buttoned so low I can only be grateful for the white undershirt beneath it.

“Emily,” he says. If he didn’t look so out of it, I’d think he was misremembering my name out of spite. “Come in.”

“Congratulations, Peter,” I say.

He gives a genuine smile. “Thank you,” he says. “You’re here for Levi? Wait, no, he’s not home. At least I think he’s not home. I’m sorry, I’m just a little all over the place. I know how to push an international deal. I don’t know how to heat up a bottle.”

He scrubs a hand over his face, and I feel for him.

“You’ll get it,” I say.

“Thank you,” he says, earnest.

“I’m here to see Robin and . . . um, the baby.”

I am nervous, my palms sweating.

“If they’re sleeping or this is a bad time . . .”

“No, I think Robin is actually in the middle of a feeding,” he says. “Come on up.”

I follow him up the stairs.

“Emmy!” Robin says brightly when she sees me. She is sitting in a rocking chair, swaddling the baby in the nursery that Levi and Tai and I painted what feels like centuries ago.

I can’t look at the beating heart in the center of the accent wall.

“Hi, Robin,” I say. “Congratulations. I hope you’re doing okay.”

“I mean, on the one hand, I’ve been better,” she says with a laugh. “On the other, I’m drowning in a sea of men, so I’ve never been better.”

I force a laugh, but it comes out rusty and robotic.

I stop before Robin’s look of concern becomes even more pronounced.

“I heard about the Rose situation,” she says. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks,” I say, even though I don’t know what she’s heard. That my sister was heavily depressed? That she planned to kill herself? That a body was found where she said she would do it? That the body wasn’t hers?

“Baby is sleeping,” Robin says. “Like all men I know, he’ll come alive for that nip and nothing else.”

This time my laugh is slightly less inauthentic.

“Oh, I have a card,” I say, putting an envelope on the dresser close to me. Dad picked it up from the hospital gift shop and suggested I give it to Robin.

“You’re so sweet, thank you,” she says. “And thank your father for that meal he gave us yesterday.”

“He made you food?” I ask, unable to hide the horror in my voice.

Robin giggles. “Thankfully, no, if your reaction is anything to go by,” she says. “He had it delivered to us. It was wonderful.”

“Oh, good . . .” I say. I start to back out of the room. “Well, I’m glad you’re doing okay. I don’t want to disturb you or the baby, so I’m going to . . .”

“Emmy?” Robin calls. “Do you want to hold him?”

No.

I try to force out the word, but it sticks to the roof of my mouth.

And somehow, I am a step closer to Robin and the baby.

She stands slowly from the rocking chair and motions for me to come even closer.

I do.

“Can I sit first?” I ask, a sudden panic coming over me. What if I drop him? What if he wriggles out of my arms?

Robin laughs, like she can hear my fears, but lets me sit in the rocking chair before gently transferring him into my open arms.

The weight of him is staggering.

Not that he’s heavier than he should be, but that he’s real.

Small and chunky and alive in my hands.

“Do you want him back?” I ask Robin immediately, even though I can hear the tears in my own voice.

“Take your time, honey,” Robin says gently.

Thankfully, she doesn’t leave my side.

If she tried to leave, I would beg.

Please don’t leave me with this human.

The next thing that astounds me, other than him being, is the smell of him. He smells like apricots and baby lotion and something undefinably new.

He smells like second chances and hope and love.

Rose held me like this once, I think.

There is this picture of the day we met. Mom and Dad had just come home from the hospital, and Dad got Rose to sit on the bed, before placing me in her arms. The photo is kind of funny because Rose looks so alarmed. Hardly much bigger than me, she is a toothy almost two-year-old with eyes that say “return this alien to whenceforth it came from, please and thank you.”

Meanwhile, I am sleeping in her arms.

Safe and snug and secure, like I know she won’t drop me. Like I know she will someday promise to never leave me and, at the time, she will mean it. Like I know she will someday hug me and tell me a million times over that I am the best part of her.

A tear drops on the baby’s socked left foot and I dab at it, making my first contact with this living being’s delicate extremities. He wiggles his foot as I touch it.

I want to press my lips to his warm, wrinkled forehead, promise that nothing and no one will ever hurt him.

And suddenly I understand why Rose made me all those promises she didn’t keep.

When you love someone, you want to promise them the world. Every time you get that rush of oxytocin that tells your brain I love this person, you want to tell them. You want to give and give them things. You want to protect them.

It is pure and beautiful and simple.

But real love, the type of love that isn’t just happy-making chemicals — that love is complicated and messy. It can be selfish, jealous, competitive, angry, insecure. It is wanting to want the best for someone else, but still wishing that it was you. It is giving people the version of you they want, rather than the version of you that is true. It is letting a person pretend to be perfect for you, because it’s easier than pretending to love their flaws.

The way Rose and I love each other is the real, complicated type of love, but we have always wanted it to be simple. What if we had just let it be?

Honest?

True?

Messy?

“You’re a natural,” Robin coos, ignoring that I am dribbling all over her newborn.

Rose and I always used to say we were part of each other. And I still like the sentiment, but I think it’s a lie.

Every human is one organism, one genome. Independent and self-contained.

Loving Rose does not make me a part of her any more than loving art makes me a picture.

Peter II yawns, a sound that is so tiny and subdued that it makes me cry even harder.

Rose’s life was and is hers. Her struggles and joys and experiences were hers, just like my struggles and joys and experiences are mine. We can share them, and we did, but maybe the magic isn’t in being innately connected to someone; maybe the magic is in choosing to be connected. Doing the work of forging a bridge, forging trust. It is in telling a person what you see and think and how the world feels for you, then listening as they tell you their truth.

I wish Rose had done that with me.

Now that she’s gone, I think knowing her truly — dirt and lies and stains and sins — means more to me than some feeble ethereal bond made of half-truths and declarations of love.

Baby Peter makes a fist and I push my pinkie into it, letting him wrap his tiny hand around my finger.

I feel sad at the fact that I don’t have some supernatural connection to my sister. But as I stare at Levi’s brother, I am bowled over by this truth:

This is a person.

A breathing, thinking, feeling, moving being.

This is a person.

I press a finger against the baby’s chest and feel his rapid tiny heartbeat through his onesie.

One brain, one heart, two kidneys, one liver, one stomach, a pair of lungs, one spleen, and on and on and on . . .

This is a person.

That we can reach across, outside of our bodies, and hold another person’s hand is magical. That we can love each other and trust each other and know each other is magical.

But maybe there is even more magic in the fact that we are inside of ourselves, full of ourselves, made of ourselves.

I am not Rose. Rose is not me.

It’s why the message she gave me was to go and live wide awake. She knows our journeys are different. I will not go where she does.

My heart will break when hers stops, but it will not stop.

My lungs will fill even when hers don’t.

No matter what has happened to her (and, God, I hope it is something good), I am still alive.

I am not heart-less.

Mom said, We’ll keep going, and we will.

I will.

I have to.





Chapter Forty-Five




I take off Rose’s bracelet.

I take off her clothes and change into some of my own.

I take out my faux locs and put my natural hair in a simple ponytail.

I turn on my phone.

I delete Sloane and Chris from my contacts, not bothering to read the texts they’ve sent me.

When Dad gets home from his day shift, he looks taken aback to see me in the kitchen, baking some potatoes.

“You okay, honey?” he asks, watching me with suspicion.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” I blurt out.

Dad sighs. “If it’s the tattoo, I saw it that night.”

“Well, yes, it was that and . . .”

“And?” Dad asks, concern in his features.

“I don’t think I’m going to med school,” I say.

Dad’s eyebrows furrow. “But, Em, you’ve wanted this for so long,” he says.

I start to say that he wanted it, but I’m not sure that’s the whole story.

“Maybe I did want it, at some point,” I say. “But I grew out of it. I love science, still, but I want to major in biology and art.”

“Art,” Dad says, then clears his throat. He is not pleased, but his sad eyes haven’t come out yet.

“It’s not because of Mom,” I hurry on. “Or maybe it is. It really doesn’t matter. I want to be a medical illustrator.”

Dad sighs. “We need to talk about this once I’ve showered and changed out of these clothes,” he says, but he can’t help stopping to ask another question. “Do they even make any money?”

“More than nurses,” I tease.

He shakes his head, not quite ready to smile.

When he comes down a few minutes later, he asks me a question I’m not expecting.

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“I thought you’d be upset,” I say. “It’s been the plan for so long. Dr. Emmy.”

“So why did you tell me now?” he asks, suspicion back in his tone. He pops a baked potato wedge in his mouth.

“I’ve decided to tell the truth more,” I say now. “I think the only way people can really know you is if you let them. And I want people to know me.”

Dad makes a noncommittal sound.

We eat together.

At no point does he say he “just wants me to be happy” or I should “follow my heart,” which I have to admit is what I hoped he would say. But he does not freak out like Rose did, either.

He is disappointed but not shattered.

And I can deal with that.

Later that night, I curl up in Rose’s bed and dial Asia.

She answers almost immediately. “Em?” she says. “I don’t know whether to be really mad at you or really scared.”

“I’m sorry and I’m okay,” I tell her.

“What happened?” she asks. “Ugh, DO YOU BOYS MIND KEEPING QUIET I’M ON THE PHONE HERE.”

“Sorry,” Asia says a second later. “You were saying?”

“My sister’s missing,” I say, my voice quiet. “She’s been missing since April.”

“Oh my God,” Asia says. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I’m an idiot,” I say.

But Asia isn’t letting it go that easily. “I’m serious, Em. I’m your best friend. Why wouldn’t you tell me something this big?”

It’s true. I’ve done the same thing to Asia that Rose did to me. Created a curated self, told her only the good stuff.

I sigh. “Rose and I have a complicated relationship.” It is the first time I have said this out loud.

“But you guys are sister goals,” she says.

“Not really,” I say. “But I wanted you — I wanted everyone, including myself — to think so. It’s really hard to be away from someone for so many years.”

I explain to Asia everything that has happened, from the moment I got to Riverwood until now.

When I finish talking, she is silent, and I start to get this awful feeling that she’s done with me.

You can’t deceive people who love you for huge chunks of time and expect that they will continue to love you.

Can you?

“Come home,” Asia finally says.

“Really?”

“Yes, really. I want you to come home so I can give you the biggest hug, Emmy,” she says.

“I will,” I tell her, relief making me warm.

“I’m so sorry this all happened to you. And I really hope Rose is fine. I know you said you have a complicated relationship, but all siblings do. At the end of the day, you can’t love anyone quite like you love a sib.”

Then she adds, “Don’t tell the tyrants I said that.”

I laugh. “I won’t.”

“Anything else you’re neglecting to tell me?” she asks, with an air of humor.

“Actually, yes,” I say. “I think I’m going to become a medical illustrator.”

“Holy shit!” Asia says. “I should have known. You’re always doodling.”

“Not doodling,” I say now, testing the word out for myself. “Drawing.”

“I am genuinely so happy for you,” she says. “Plus, if you still want the Dr. Emmy title, you can get your PhD in medical illustrating.”

“I don’t actually know if those exist.”

“Well, then, it sounds like you have some research to do,” she jokes.

“How is C-squared?” I ask.

“Yeah, so Callie and I are going to try the long-distance thing,” she says. “I know you’re not a fan.”

“I’m not not a fan of long-distance. You just both have to be in it, you know?”

“I think we are,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice. “You’ll have to give me your best long-distance rules, though.”

“I’ve changed my mind about rules.”

Asia gasps. “Wait, where is my best friend and what have you done with her?”

I giggle. “I destroyed the separation list,” I tell her. “I mean I still remember it, but . . .”

“But you are not beholden to a set of rules that tell you who to make out with and when to pee?”

“She was just looking out for me,” I tell Asia, because defending Rose is a reflex and maybe it isn’t my worst one.

“I know she was, Em,” Asia says softly. “I’ve just always found the entire concept flawed. Why not give you advice day to day? Like when you go to her with specific questions or problems? It’s almost like she thought it could replace her.”

I swallow and blink back instant tears. “I know.”

The more I’ve thought about it, the more certain I am that Rose knew she would leave me. Even six years ago when Mom and I moved to California. The separation list was a parting gift.

The thought kills me, makes my heart shrivel like wrung-out laundry.

But based on what I saw on Rabbit Hole and based on what Chris told me, Rose only started thinking of ending things about a year ago.

Was she unhappy for way longer than I thought she was?

Has this plan to disappear been in the works for longer than I could have imagined?

There are so many questions, and it has gotten to the point where only one person can give me answers: Rose.





Chapter Forty-Six




The next morning, I go to Sabrinalove and thank her for letting me work at the Book Nook. She hugs me, a soft long hug, as she says, “You’re always welcome back, Emmylove.”

I drive the Lemon home, stopping once because I see a Black girl with locs. She looks at me as I pull over, but she is much too young to be Rose. I pretend to be looking for something in my glove compartment.

I blink back tears as I continue to our house.

I will always be looking for my sister.

Looking twice at passersby, pausing at the sound of a laugh that is full and loud and girlie, but I know now that I can’t follow her to where she went. Not because I don’t want to, but because we are separate people, and her journey is hers.

The words Rose left me reverberate in my head: Go and live wide awake.

In our room, I hear other things Rose has said as I pull out my sketch pad and attempt to draw for the first time in days. You’re going to be something someday, Em.

But the bad words stick to me, too, like burrs on a sock. You can’t even draw, can you?

They make me cautious about every line of the hand I’m sketching, make me doubt every shadow I add. And then I remember that she kept the original wings, that she tried to copy them, and I know she didn’t mean what she said that night.

Sometimes memories of Rose mend my broken heart; sometimes they leave a bruise. But the thing about wounds is that they heal.

I think about scars as I work on the anatomical snuff box, making that indent look exactly right on the side of the thumb.

A scar is just tissue that replaces skin after an injury. It’s a natural part of the body repairing itself. Even the heart gets scar tissue, and this is fine, so long as there is not too much of it.

I think about the scar, long and faded, on Levi’s shoulder.

If scars announce that you have been hurt, they also say that you are healing, that your body is doing what it’s supposed to, that you are alive.

In sophomore year, my bio teacher said once, “Wound healing is the closest thing to a miracle we see in the human body.” I loved that idea and swore never to forget it.

But then we went on to talk about digestion, and he said the same thing. “Metabolism is the closest thing to a miracle we see in the human body.”

Then we talked about the brain. “Neuroplasticity is the closest thing to a miracle we see in the human body.”

Is Rose still alive?

Is she still a thousand walking miracles per second?

Or could she only find rest for her bones in one way?

I wet my paper several times, leaving smudges of pencil ink because I miss my sister and I love her and there’s so much I want to tell her.

How could you leave me? I wonder over and over again to a silence that grows louder with every second.

Why didn’t you tell me how bad things got? I ask the Rose in my brain.

She never answers and I have months’ worth of tears in me.

I have cried so many times over the same thing now, I think. Come and stop me.

Rose doesn’t come, she doesn’t rise to the challenge, but somehow my tears subside.

Somehow, my paper dries and my cheeks stop being wet. Somehow, I finish my hand, complete with the bracelet I will never take off.

It stuns me, the realization.

All the different body parts I’ve drawn — heart, kidney, ear, face — they are all mine. I have always thought my drawings are standard, prototypes, but now it occurs to me that I have been drawing my body over and over again. Not because I am self-obsessed, but because I know these parts and because I am grateful for them.

This is the miracle.

No, this is.

No, this is.

Somehow, all of it is true.





Chapter Forty-Seven




It is later that afternoon when there is a knock at the front door.

Dad is working a day shift, so I have to be the one to get it.

I’m glad when I open the door.

Levi is standing there, looking tall and lean and beautiful in his T-shirt and loose jeans. He has his hands behind his back.

“How did your doctor’s appointment go?” I ask.

“I’ve been pushing too hard,” he says, looking at the ground. “My choices are to quit swimming, or to keep going with modifications and accept that I might never be as fast as I was.”

“Oh, Levi,” I say, chest tight. I want to hug him, to comfort him.

“I heard you came over to meet baby Peter when I was in the city.” There is a layer of hurt in his voice, the slightest bit of accusation.

“Yeah, I did,” I admit. “We had a moment.”

“A moment?” he repeats. “What kind of moment?”

“Life-changing. Revolutionary. Heart-starting.”

Levi looks wary, like he can’t tell whether I’m joking or not. Finally, he says, “Well, it looks like it worked. You seem . . .”

“Less heartsick?”

“Alive,” he says. “You seem alive.”

Something about the words and the way he’s looking at me, like I’m the most curious creature he’s ever seen, makes my cheeks warm.

“What’s behind your back?” I ask, moving us off the topic of me.

“Oh, nothing,” Levi says. Now it’s his turn to look embarrassed.

“Levi,” I say.

“Fine,” he says, producing a rolled-up poster. “I just saw it and thought of you. It’s really not a big . . .”

I take it and unroll it, and I’m stunned by what I see.

It’s a large-scale picture of the Vitruvian Man, his arms outstretched.

“I didn’t realize he was so . . . naked,” Levi says with a cough. “So maybe you don’t need to hang it in your room or anything.”

I swallow over the lump in my throat. “This is the nicest thing ever,” I whisper. “Thank you.”

“Sure,” Levi says. He scratches the back of his head, then makes an “oh” sound as I come toward him.

For a second, it seems like we might hug, but at the last minute I go in for a kiss, right on the lips. It’s so messy that we both laugh awkwardly.

Inwardly, I scold myself. I bet Olga doesn’t kiss like a kindergartner.

“I feel like we can do better than that,” Levi says, stepping into the house so we are inches from each other.

“Let me get in position,” I say.

“In position?” he asks, incredulous. “Fuck, Turner. Are you about to teach me something I don’t know?”

I wish.

I back up until I hit one of the walls of the foyer. Levi follows me, crowding me with his arms up on either side of me. He leans down and slowly, slowly places his lips on mine. He tastes incredible. Like Tic Tacs and spun sugar.

I’m embarrassed by the sound I make in the back of my throat, pressing my body gracelessly into his front.

We break apart but he keeps staring at my lips.

“Better?” I ask, because he is not saying anything, and it is freaking me out.

“I meant what I said in the pool,” he says now. “I think we should try.”

Levi lets one of his arms fall to his side. “I’m great at discipline, Turner. Training, working out, eating well. Keeping my mom’s boyfriends at an arm’s length. Not hooking up with random girls, but also not falling in love with girls who aren’t staying.

“I don’t want to be disciplined with you. I don’t want to have to like your Instagram posts to know what you’re doing. I don’t want to miss all the weird things you say and think. I don’t want to go six years without having a real conversation with you. I don’t even want to go six hours.”

And, holy shit, I don’t know whether I’m dizzy from the electrifying way he’s looking at me or the things he’s saying.

“We’re both going to be in California, and I think we can make this work, but I just really need to know that you’re not going to ghost me the way you did before.”

“I’m not going to ghost you,” I promise.

He swallows. “So we’re doing this?”

I know it’s not what he means, but I shut the front door, which has been open all this time. I take his hand, the Vitruvian Man in my other hand, and lead him up the stairs.

“Your dad,” Levi half protests, but keeps following.

“He’s at work. Plus, he loves you.”

“He wouldn’t, if he knew all the things I think about you.”

“You think what everyone thinks about me. Quirky, nerdy, weird.”

“You forgot funny and beautiful and sexy. You in my T-shirt that day we were painting?”

I whip around to look at him at the top of the landing because I’m in shock.

“I do think you’re a nerd, though,” he adds, with a crooked smile. “I’m sorry, I can’t help it. It’s one of my favorite things about you.”

I can’t help my grin.

Levi looks around as we enter Rose’s room.

Oh, shit.

“You’re packing,” he says, his face falling.

“I have to go home,” I say. “If I don’t stop now, I won’t ever stop.”

I look down at the ground. “I thought if I came here, I’d be the one to find Rose, but . . . she didn’t want to be found, not even by me.”

He sits on the edge of Rose’s bed, and I step in between his legs, playing with his hair.

“It’s just a few weeks until you come to Stanford.”

“Yeah,” he says. He cheers up a little. “What am I doing up here, anyway? Are you going to give me some anatomy lessons?”

I feel a sudden rush of embarrassment. I am so transparent.

“Actually, I thought I’d show you my art,” I say, walking over to the table and producing my sketchbook.

One of Levi’s brows arches up playfully, but he humors me. He flips through the pad slowly, stopping various times to rotate things, look at it from different angles. My courage (and libido) return somewhere around the second page of my book, though, and now I’m eager for him to be done. But he takes his time.

When he is finally finished, he says, “You’re good, Turner. Really good.”

“Thank you.”

I take the book from him, setting it down next to him, and climb on his lap so I’m straddling him.

“Now do I get the anatomy lesson?” he asks, teasing.

I hesitate. “I’m not . . . before you, I’ve only ever kissed two guys,” I say, feeling exposed. “So you know this stuff way better than I do.”

“I don’t know you, though,” he says, like I am something rare and unique, something to be opened and savored slowly.

“I don’t know you, either,” I say.

He grins against my mouth. “What do you want to know?”

Before I can help myself, I blurt out, “Your favorite book.”

“Life of Pi,” he says, without having to think about it. “I thought your question would be more . . . explorative.”

“I’m not done yet,” I say.

We kiss slowly, luxuriously, like we really are getting to know each other. The curve of each other’s lips, the taste of each other’s tongue, the feel of each other’s hands. We make out for so long, it feels like that might be all we’re going to do. Except I don’t want to stop. I want to feel Levi’s heartbeat in sync with mine. I want to hear him breathless again. I want to touch every inch of him.

“We don’t have to do anything you don’t want,” Levi says, breathing hard from our kissing, even as his hands wander over the curve of my butt, my hips, under my shirt.

A whisper: Never kiss a boy who can’t name his favorite book.

I do know his favorite book, so why can’t I quiet the voice in my head that suddenly wants to suggest ways I might be disappointing my sister? I ignore it.

“Can we take off your shirt?” I whisper into Levi’s mouth. He breaks our kiss to answer.

“Anything you want.”

The answer is everything. I want everything off, and suddenly he is lying in front of me, as naked as the poster he gave me. He is big and warm and alive in front of me, and suddenly I want him to see every part of me, too. Because knowing someone is amazing, but so is being known.

I yank my shirt off and Levi pulls off my shorts.

Levi’s hand trails down my stomach until it is in between my legs, until his fingers push aside my underwear and slide inside me. It is strange and alarming and so good that, after a few seconds, I start to see spots. I am breathless, but Levi’s fingers strike a perfect rhythm of satisfying and leaving me wanting more. I close my eyes, head arching back, as I fall apart, all of me exposed before this boy who has been my friend and a stranger, both and neither, and is now something completely new.

Levi stands up and goes for his discarded jeans, pulling out his wallet and a foil packet. He is deft with it, holding it between his teeth while he puts his wallet away and then putting it on.

It is Levi’s turn to see spots when he pushes into me, his arms bracing either side of my body, holding himself up.

“Emmy,” he groans into my neck. Not Turner, but Emmy.

“Say it again,” I say into his hair. And it is so weird how powerful and warm and good it makes me feel. I want to tease him, to tell him that most days I’m not even sure he knows my first name. But it isn’t the right time. I move my body in sync with his, marveling at our closeness, our lips, our breaths.

“Emmy,” he says over and over again, until he falls apart, too. I think it’s good for him based on the way he shudders and that moment of release when he collapses on top of me after trying for so long to keep his weight off me.

I’ve always wondered why people don’t use anatomical terms when talking about something that is so visceral, so physical.

Vagina, penis, ejaculation, orgasm.

But the truth is that, as everything happens, all the words leave my mind entirely. It is not science and it is not art. Or maybe it’s both. But it feels like there is nothing in the world except our bodies. Nothing but him and me and us.

After, my mind is finally silent. I wonder both why in God’s name I had to think of my sister at such an inconvenient moment, and why she never gave me instructions for such a significant milestone in my life. Other than, maybe, never pass up an opportunity to pee, because I do know I should pee after sex.

Maybe the reason she didn’t tell me more about boys and first times was because she was only thirteen when she wrote the separation list. The best advice she had about love was a warning. A don’t instead of a do.

Maybe Rose’s rules didn’t tell me all the dos because she didn’t know all the dos.

Her rules were flawed because she was flawed.

It is so stupid, so obvious, but it is groundbreaking.

“What are you thinking?” I whisper into the crook of Levi’s shoulder.

“I’m going to be more careful with my shoulder, but I want to keep swimming,” Levi says, and I’m relieved that I am not the only one whose mind is miles away, totally ignoring any conventions about cuddling and post-sex intimacy. “I mean, as long as I can. It’s what I love, and I don’t care if I’m never as fast as I was. If every person in the world knows I’m not as good as I used to be.

“I’m going to keep doing it as long as my shoulder holds up, or until I stop loving it. Whichever takes me out first, it takes me out,” he says. “But I’m not swimming to be great. I’m swimming because I love it. Because it feels like breathing to me.”

It reminds me of what Mom said. The fact that you love something makes it exceptional, not the other way around.

“That’s amazing, Leaves,” I say, my head bobbing with the rise and fall of his chest.

I trace his scar with my finger, and it is rougher than it looks, more raised, more real.

“What are you thinking?” he asks me.

“I think,” I say quietly, “my sister was just a girl.”





Chapter Forty-Eight




Paula Hewitt is a woman in her forties with a laugh like a waterfall. Tinkering and warm, musical and contagious.

She and Dad and I have only just sat down to dinner on my last night in Riverwood when I decide definitively that I like her.

It happens when she takes her first bite of the casserole Dad prepared for the occasion.

The thing about Dad’s food is that it always looks deceptively good. Golden in all the right places, fluffy.

So much so that even I am hopeful.

Even after I take my first bite, I am rationalizing with myself.

Okay, so it’s a little bland. Meat might be overcooked, but better over than under with salmonella.

Before Paula came over, I tried without luck to convince Dad to just order takeout, but he insisted that his cooking had come a long way and he wanted to save money. When Dad brings up saving money, you know you’ve lost the argument.

So Paula takes her first bite of the food, and I watch her, looking for that fake smile, the artificial glaze that comes over a person’s face when they’ve tasted something that might be poison.

But it doesn’t come.

“What in hell’s name is this?” she asks, spitting it out.

Dad’s eyes widen. “Is something wrong?” he asks, half rising from his seat, like maybe she’s having a medical emergency.

“John, come on, you know this is terrible!” she says.

“It’s . . . not good?” he asks, looking from his girlfriend to me. “Emmy, why didn’t you ever say so?”

“You’re always so proud,” I say in a small voice.

“Australians were probably proud when they invented that Vegemite stuff. It still tastes like ass,” Paula says.

I burst out laughing. It is the first time I can remember really laughing since the river and the body, since Rabbit Hole and dry bones.

“Honey, you can’t serve this to people you like,” she says, putting a hand on Dad’s arm. “Or to people you don’t like, for that matter.”

Dad gives an unsure laugh. “It’s really that bad? I thought it was a little tasteless, but . . .”

“Butter is tasteless. This is a felony in some states. It has to be.”

The words she’s saying are harsh, but she’s so good-natured and funny about it that even Dad is laughing by now.

“I really tried,” he says, wiping his eyes with a napkin. “I tried so hard.”

“We’ll take cooking lessons together,” Paula says, standing up and kissing Dad’s cheek. She starts collecting all our plates. “But until then, you stay out of the kitchen. Emmy, you deserve a Medal of Freedom for enduring for this long.”

“You make it sound like she’s been in combat,” Dad says with a snort.

“What is this, if not warfare?” Paula asks, shooting a wink at me.

Now she’s definitely overplaying it, but Dad and I are still laughing as we all clear the table and throw out the leftovers.

“How about some Chinese?” Paula asks.

I pull up a takeout menu on my phone. “On it,” I say.

We migrate to the living room while we wait for our food. When Dad tries to put on Solved Medical Mysteries, Paula protests.

“Don’t you see enough medical mysteries at work?”

“They’re not all solved,” I point out.

“Is it depressing?” she asks. “I like to laugh when I’m off work.”

“Pull up the episode where the guy swallowed a coin,” Dad instructs me.

“I was just thinking of that one,” I say.

Over the next half hour, we indoctrinate Paula into our small but illustrious club. I think of Chris while we watch, but I decide I’m not going to let him destroy one of the things that has always been mine and Dad’s.

When the doorbell rings, I get up.

“Should we pause the biopsy?” Dad calls.

“No, I’ve seen this one,” I say, opening the door.

I freeze when, instead of a delivery man, I see Sloane. Her white hair is pulled up in a ponytail and she’s wearing a Wally’s shirt, and I wonder if her goodwill — if Rose’s goodwill — at Big Papa’s finally ran out.

“Hey, Little Turner,” she says, smiling at me.

“Hey,” I say, cautiously. I step outside, shutting the door behind me so we can talk in private. I cross my arms over my chest.

“I texted you. I heard the body was a homeless man.”

“I blocked you,” I tell Sloane, ignoring the second part of her statement because it makes my skin prickle. A homeless man is still a man. But maybe that’s not what Sloane means.

“Fair enough,” she says. “For the record, I knew just as much as you did about Rabbit Hole. I didn’t know Chris led Rose to that site. I didn’t know Rose was depressed. I would have tried to help her if I could.”

She says it so earnestly that I believe her.

“Okay,” I say.

I don’t have anything to say, so I just watch her.

“I went on a little bit of a bender after the Rose stuff, didn’t go to work, and the kitchen staff got in his ear, so Maddox fired me,” she says with a sigh. I can’t imagine Sloane, who can always fake sober, getting wasted enough that she couldn’t work, and it reminds me that I am not the only one who misses Rose, who loves her.

“Anyway, I work at Wally’s now,” she says, doing jazz hands.

“Good luck,” I say.

“If you hear from Rose, please don’t tell her,” Sloane says suddenly, and I understand what she’s saying. Rose never knew about Sloane’s feelings for her.

“What if she felt the same way?” I say.

“Nah,” Sloane says. “It was always her and Chris. But it’s okay. I’m going to write my own damn happy ending.”

She looks at me. “You write yours, too, okay, Little Turner? Whatever Rose did or didn’t do, you still got a lot of heartbeats left.”

“Over two billion,” I blurt out involuntarily.

Sloane laughs. “I knew you would know, Capri Sun.”

She hugs me before I go back inside.

“Dad, can you listen for the door?” I say, after she’s gone. “I’m going upstairs.”

“Sure,” he says, though he and Paula are laughing again about something.

I like her for my father. She is irreverent and smart and no-nonsense and laid-back. As weird as it is to see another woman in the house my mother used to live in, the house my mother was in just a few days ago, it also feels right. Like just the right amount of change for someone who hates change.

In my room, I sit on Rose’s bed. I’m all packed, her room scrubbed clean of me except for my laptop and my carry-on luggage. I’ve put her bracelet on her bedside table in case she ever comes home for it.

In case she’s still out there.

Now, I pull out my phone and go to the Instagram account that led me through her final day.

I look through fernweh2016’s pictures. The graffiti, the card tower, the hospital bench, the jukebox, the rubber swing, the sunshine clock, the Converse on a path.

When I decide to contact her, I do it quickly, so I don’t have time to overthink. The past few months, I’ve tried reaching my sister by email, phone, text, and pretty much everything but social media. Because I never imagined she’d be on it.

I send her a direct message.

Rose,

If you’re reading this, I miss you.

It doesn’t matter if it’s been one hundred days, a year, or twenty.

I will never stop missing you.

I’m sorry that I didn’t understand you better. I’m sorry that you hurt so much, alone.

I hope you know that I will always love you.

You used to say that I was the best part of you, and I used to think that was so special, but now I think that we are separate beings and the magic is reaching out of ourselves to love each other.

Remember when we were kids and we used to sing, “I love you. I love your toes. I love your eyes. I love your nose.”

I love you, toes and eyes and nose and all.

I love you, happy or sad, depressed or something in between.

I think you are extraordinary.

When you can, please reach out so I know you’re okay.

And if you’re not okay, I hope you get to be soon.

Mom and Dad and Levi and Elodie and Sabrinalove and Sloane miss you.

I’ll always be waiting for you to come home.

Love,

Emmy

As soon as it’s gone, I stare at it, willing whoever is on the other side of the account to write back.

“Please, please, please,” I beg Rose, jostling my knee as I wait.

But an hour passes and there is no response.

I go out to the pool and say goodbye to Levi, come back home, and there is no response.

I wake up on the day I’m heading back to California, and the first thing I do is check my messages.

Nothing.

That’s the exact moment I accept that Rose will never write back. Not just because she might be gone. She hates social media, and if she used it even once to document her last day in town — to leave a trail for me — then it’s the last time she used it.

I sigh, get out of bed, and start getting ready for my trip.





Chapter Forty-Nine




I cry when I say goodbye to Dad.

A part of me will always wish the civil war never happened, that Dad’s home and Mom’s home and my home could all be the same.

But life isn’t a fairy tale and shit happens.

So I hug him and tell him I really like Paula and promise I’ll be back soon.

He blinks back tears as he watches me go through security.

I’ve barely made it a couple of feet past the security line in Dayton International when Levi calls.

“Hello?”

I stand off to a corner, so I’m not disrupting the flow of foot traffic.

“Hey,” he says. “I wanted to call before you got on the plane, make sure you don’t forget me.” I can hear the smile in his voice.

“I never forgot you, Levi,” I tell him. “Not ever. I used to creep all over your social media.”

“You did what?” Levi says, sounding both intrigued and thrilled. “Tell me more.”

“Well, I’m trying to get on a plane,” I say with a laugh. “Maybe after I get home and hang up the poster you gave me.”

I hear the grin in his voice. “Should I be worried that you have a naked man on your wall? A naked man that you are very, very into?”

“Should I be worried that you seduced me yesterday with a poster of a naked man?”

“Seduced?” he says. “You did all of the seducing.”

I smile at the gravelly tone of his voice. “I’ll miss you, Turner.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” I say. “Just four weeks, though.”

“Just four weeks.”

“Okay, I have to go.” I am tempted to say the words I love you, but then I decide that it’s too soon and I’ll freak Levi out. After all we’ve only been official for one day.

We hang up and I start to walk toward my gate when my phone rings again. Smiling to myself, I answer it.

Does Levi also wish we’d said something other than “bye” to end our call?

“I think maybe we’re allowed to say it because we’ve known each other since childhood,” I say in a rush of words.

There’s a moment’s silence.

And then, “Emcee-squared?”

I freeze. Every cell in my body freezes.

“Rose?”

I have to sit down. I drop into the nearest set of chairs.

“Emmy?”

“Rose,” I say.

She laughs, that singular bubbly laugh that always reminds me of lava. “This is like the worst game of Marco Polo.”

“Where are you?” I ask, finally able to form words. “Where have you been?”

“I . . . can’t tell you,” Rose says. “But Levi got a message to me. Apparently, he’s been looking for me ever since you came home, and his tech magic finally worked last night. He got in touch with someone where I am.”

Holy shit, I think.

“He didn’t tell me that.”

“Yeah, so when I got his message, I did everything I could to get hold of a phone — we don’t have them here — and I called you. Leaves is kind of amazing.”

“He always was, and we were really shitty friends to him.”

Because she is Rose, my sister hears in my voice that he is more to me than a friend now, and she is silent.

“I know,” she says, at last. “Sometimes I think I’m the worst person in the world. But I’m okay, Em. And I’m sorry I made you worry.”

Something inside me ignites at the words. “You didn’t just make me worry, Rose. I thought you were dead. Dad and Mom and the police thought you were dead. The fernweh Instagram, the messages, they all made it seem like you were dead.”

She is quiet again for the longest time. “I nearly was,” she says finally. “I needed help, Emmy. And I had built such a life, such a lie, for myself that I didn’t know how to get it at home.”

“So you disappeared without telling anyone?” I ask.

When she says nothing, I say, “You could have told me, you know. That you were hurting. That you stopped wanting to live.”

Her voice is soft. “That’s not a conversation you have over a bedtime video chat.”

“Then you could have come to see me. I could have come to see you,” I say. “You’re my best friend. Don’t you feel the same about me?”

I’m crying now, tears free-falling down my face.

“I always thought I would die young,” Rose says now. “Not because I was depressed or anything at first; I just had this feeling. That’s why I gave you the separation list during the civil war. I put everything I knew in there in case you had to live without me.”

I clutch the phone to my ear, saying nothing.

“I read all these biographies about all these people who did spectacular things, desperately wanting to matter like they did, like you did, and I thought, well, the only spectacular thing about me is that I’m going to die young.”

“Rose,” I say.

“And then I got older and older and I didn’t die. Instead, my life got . . . well, it got messy. I missed you so much after the civil war. I sucked at school. I could never live up to all the grades Emmy was getting and all the wonderful, brilliant things she did.”

I want to argue, but I let her keep talking.

“I got my heart broken a few times,” she says. “And I was sad, but whatever, right? That’s life. And it really was just run-of-the-mill sadness, teenage stuff.”

“Who broke your heart?” I ask.

“Boys,” she says. “Some of them you know, others you don’t.”

I want to scream at Rose’s elusiveness, but I remind myself that she is actually telling me the truth that I’ve wanted to hear for so long. I decide to be patient.

“Then around prom last year, everything changed. I started to feel different. It took me a while to figure out I wasn’t just being emo. I genuinely felt broken. I didn’t want to wake up. I didn’t want to do anything. I didn’t want to be.”

My heart hurts at the words she’s saying.

“I didn’t want to die. Nobody gets that; it’s not like I want the pain of dying, of bleeding out on a floor somewhere. I never wanted to hurt you or Mom and Dad or anyone. I just didn’t want to live anymore,” Rose says. “I wanted to not exist.

“My biggest fear isn’t dying, Em. It probably should be, but it’s not. I think the worst thing is knowing that I will have to live with me forever, alone. Stuck inside myself.”

It’s the exact opposite of what I realized a few days ago about the miracle of being a complete person, being your own living being.

“How do you fix that?” she asks, voice quiet.

There has to be an answer, but I don’t have it.

Will it sound trite if I say medication? Therapy? Doing things you love?

I don’t want to sound like I don’t understand, but I don’t.

“The other reason I took off the way I did is because I wanted you to know you that you don’t need me to be strong. But I also wanted to know, for myself, if I could live without you,” she says. “It’s not healthy to love someone so much that you’d cut off your legs for them. Especially when you don’t love yourself even half that much.”

“But you’re amazing,” I tell Rose, sobbing again. “And you were happy. Weren’t you happy being with me? When we were together? When you were with Chris? Were you pretending? Was it all a lie?”

“I was happy in moments, and I love you and I loved him, but it doesn’t take away the pain,” she says. “I wish it did. And it doesn’t mean you’re not enough. When I decided to try one more time to live, when I chose to come here, I thought of you. I thought of all your stupid anatomical facts. I thought of the way you watch a movie and can’t tell me a single significant thing about it, even though your memory is practically photographic.”

She laughs a little. “It’s weird because love helps. I never want you to think being your sister isn’t the best thing that ever happened to me, but sometimes the darkness feels stronger. And sometimes I think it will win. And sometimes I want it to.”

Silent tears stream down my face, and it feels like breathing with a punctured lung.

“I know,” I whisper. “Your dry bones.”

She is quiet. “I didn’t start out planning to leave you that message. I was supposed to die on April 21 with this guy I met online,” she says, “but something hadn’t been right for weeks leading up to it. I wasn’t ready. I hadn’t tied up loose ends, and I hated that I hadn’t left you anything that would help you for when I was gone.

“So I met Guy and I told him I was sorry and God . . . I heard they found him later that day.” Her voice breaks. I don’t tell her I know about Rabbit Hole, about how Chris introduced her to the site. “I still planned to die. I just knew I couldn’t do it that morning. I decided to wait a few extra hours so I could leave you with answers. Before I left Eastwood Park, I came up with a plan. I made the fernweh account and I left the first word in the bathroom.”

Go, neither of us says.

“I went to work next because it was where I was supposed to be, but also one of our favorite places. I found the perfect book jacket in the damaged box.”

Into the wild.

“I went to Patrick’s bench next, to kind of . . . I don’t know. Look for peace. I also wanted you to know that I found our dead guy from the mall, that I kind of fell into going to his house, his church, his hospital wing.”

“You were obsessed,” I say, not mincing words.

Rose doesn’t deny this, and there’s a massive lump in my throat.

And live.

“I’d been avoiding Chris for days, not wanting to say goodbye, but I knew the right thing to do was to end things. So I met him at Big Papa’s.”

Wide awake.

“I meant to write the words in the diner bathroom again, but the jukebox had that song and it was perfect,” she says.

It hurts that she thinks any part of the past few months was perfect.

“I’ve felt so guilty for the way I dropped out of Elodie’s life as I got more and more depressed,” she says. “So I put an envelope with all the cash I had in her mailbox because even though no one would ever know it was me, I’d know that I’d done something right. Something good for someone I cared about.”

Knowing these.

“But Chris hadn’t taken the breakup well. He kept messaging and calling, and I felt awful. Like I needed to give him something more substantial, a better explanation. I knew when he’d be at work, so I got into his trailer and left the note.”

Dry bones.

“I knew you’d find Chris and Sloane, so I knew you’d go to the trailer. And he always has it in his little living room because it was his father’s and . . .”

“It was in his bedroom,” I say, without inflection.

“He must have moved it after I left.” She doesn’t ask how I found it in Chris’s bedroom, what I was doing there.

“The last place was the river. I drove there and I called you.”

Needed rest.

“The call was my attempt at goodbye, but I . . . I . . . kept thinking of those girls I saw — the ones who looked like us — and I couldn’t do it. I was so upset with myself for not being brave enough.

“I went home that night and promised myself I’d come back early the next morning and try again. I did go back the next day, but at the very last minute, I changed my mind. I realized I needed to get help, to leave town, but I didn’t know how. I’d literally emptied my account for Elodie. Then I remembered I’d run errands for Dad a couple days before and still had his bank card. I went to the nearest ATM, withdrew four hundred dollars, and got on a bus.”

I was right all along — it was for a good reason that Rose stole from Dad. She took the money to get well.

Still, I’m not reassured.

Still, I know the story isn’t over.

“I’d left my phone at home so I couldn’t delete the fernweh account. Honestly, I didn’t really try that hard to remove it, because I didn’t know if I could get better. If better was even an option for me. At least, if I ended up still dying, you would have the truth. So the account has been there all this time, and it’s felt like reassurance. Like if I leave you at any point, at least you’ll know why I am gone and that I loved you and that there was nothing you could have done.”

“That’s not what I took from it,” I say, sobbing quietly. Yes, I knew her message meant that she needed rest, an escape, that she wanted me to keep living. But it wasn’t enough. “I felt abandoned.”

“I never wanted you to,” she whispers.

“But why? Why is any of this even happening?” I ask, because it makes no sense to me. Rose is sunshine, stardust, a human heartbeat. Shouldn’t happy people be happy? How can you be depressed, suicidal, and still look like you own the world?

“My brain, I guess?” she says, sniffing, and I wonder if she’s crying, too. “I know you think everything is science, Em, and maybe it is, but sometimes there’s no reason why your brain decides to start being a dick to you; it just does. It told me I’d never amount to anything, that everyone was better off without me, that I could only spot extraordinary things, but I’d never be one. And honestly, I just couldn’t keep going.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I ask, aggravated. “You could have told someone that.”

“Because my life was okay, Em. Other people have real problems. I have people who love me and enough food to eat and sometimes I laugh so hard I cry,” she says. “How do I tell someone that I’m sad because I just am? How do I say that I just don’t like life when literally so many people would kill to live longer?”

“It’s not like you need some cause to be depressed.” I am exasperated.

“I know that now,” she says. “But at the time, I didn’t. I thought, You’re so fucked up, Rose, no one can help you and you don’t deserve help. Then I met Chris and he told me about Rabbit Hole.”

“He’s a sick bastard.”

“He genuinely believed he was helping. His father —”

“I know about his father,” I say, cutting her off.

“He’s not a bad person,” she assures me.

Rose sounds pensive. “It was weird. I felt so happy when I was with Chris, but it also made me feel like — if I’m this happy, and it’s still not enough, then I really do have to die. And look at that, I predicted it all along: I’m going to die young. There was no road in my mind that didn’t lead to the end; it was like going around in circles over and over every minute of every day.”

I swallow.

“That last morning, April 22, I was standing at the river for the second day in a row and there was this, like, swarm of ducks. And I saw the golden duck, Em. I swear, I saw it, but it wasn’t the most colorful one or the one in front or the one making the most noise; it was the one in the back, struggling to stay afloat, struggling to catch up with the other ducks. And I had this thought: What if I didn’t die young? What if there really is only one spectacular thing I do in my life and it’s to live?

“The thought was so tiny and honestly it felt stupid. But it planted this seed, this kernel of hope. Maybe my story could be different than what I thought it would. Better. So I left to try to get help. To try to want to live.”

“And?” I ask. “Is it working?”

Do you want to live? That’s what I want to know.

Rose sighs. “Most days, I think so, Em,” she says in a small voice. “Some days are bad days, but I’m not sorry I’m still here. I’m not sorry that I’m alive.”

The words are so much that I burst into fresh tears, loud, shaky sobs. A woman gives me a weird look as she walks by where I’m sitting.

“Please don’t cry, Emblem,” Rose says. “You’ll make me cry.”

“I miss you so much. And I’ve been so scared,” I say.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I really wasn’t sure I’d still be here. And I believed the message would help you make sense of everything. That it would tell you to be okay without me.

“You have been okay without me,” she says now, carefully. “Right, Em?”

“I’ve been sad,” I say. “And lonely. And lost. I’ve been a lot of things.”

“But you’ve been okay, Em,” she insists. “That was always the point of the separation list — not so I could control you with a bunch of rules, but so you figured out you don’t need me.

“I don’t think people really need people,” Rose says in her thoughtful I’m being profound voice. “I mean, babies need their mothers and stuff. I think we benefit from people, we are made better by people, but nobody should be somebody else’s life source.”

And I don’t know if what she’s saying is really profound or if she’s just saying it to excuse the things she’s done, but I don’t say anything.

“Please don’t hate me, Emmy,” she says. “I love you and I want to be everything you hope I am, but right now I just want to focus on loving myself. Getting well.”

“Okay,” I say, even though I am not sure it is.

“Are you ever coming back?” I ask, my voice tiny.

“I think so,” she says. “Someday.

“I might come back different,” she tells me, quietly. “I won’t be magically healed. My type of depression is something you live with. I guess what I’ve figured out is that I don’t have to die from it.”

“I’ll take you different,” I say. “Or the same. Or both.”

Rose says nothing, but I hear her sniff again.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” I say finally.

“I’m glad you are, too,” she says.

We don’t say much more, and I am back to body-wrenching sobs after we hang up.

I cry and cry and cry.

Several times over the same thing.

Relief, anger, exhaustion, hope, fear.

And I realize I never asked her the question that has shaken me over and over again. I didn’t ask her, and I don’t know if or when I will speak to her again.

How could you leave me?

But I think I know what she would say: she didn’t.

It was never about me. She was sick. I still believe what I told Chris: sick people can get better. If I want Rose to have hope about her life, I have to exercise that same hope that she will be okay.

If she’s not, though, I will have to find a way to keep going, like Mom said.

The last person I want to think about right now is my sister’s ex, but something he said that last day in his trailer was true: we all make the choice every day to live.

Rose will make that choice. Mom will make that choice. Levi will make that choice.

I will make that choice.

But because we are separate humans, my choice does not have to depend on Rose’s. And hers doesn’t have to depend on me.

I hope we both choose the same, though.

I hope we choose life.





Chapter Fifty




On the flight home, my stomach is in knots from the call with Rose, and I order a ginger ale because old habits die hard.

Am I still following the separation list?

I don’t think I am, but it has defined my life for so long that it feels hard to let go of. Also, a lot of it is good advice, especially the never passing up an opportunity to pee.

I text Levi: I miss you. Thank you for finding Rose.

Levi: Miss you too, Turner.

Then another text.

Levi: I never asked. What’s your favorite book?

I blink and blink at his text.

Atlas for Human Anatomy?

I love it, but no. How can my favorite book be one that barely has words?

Where the Wild Things Are?

Another love, but no.

And then I laugh out loud, because I am stumped.

No one’s ever asked me that before, I text back.

Levi: I like being your first;)

I’m still smiling when I send Mom and Asia the same text: I’m coming home.

Then I feel guilty because isn’t Riverwood home, too?

Doesn’t being with Levi and being with Dad feel like home, too?

Isn’t the place I grew up home?

Maybe home is just all the places where someone I love is. Or maybe home is wherever I am.

I play different games on my phone the rest of the way home.

But while we’re shuffling off the plane, saying awkward goodbyes to the flight crew, something tells me to check Instagram, to check fernweh2016’s page.

I huddle in a corner of the terminal and search for Rose.

The account is gone.

I don’t know whether to feel relieved or afraid. That page symbolized that her life was hanging in the balance, that she hadn’t decided yet, but it also felt like a tiny thread of connection to her. It felt like maybe there was a way I could reach her, if I really needed her, and now it’s gone again.

I sigh and stick the phone in my back pocket.

What I told Levi yesterday about searching for Rose was true: If I don’t stop now, I never will.

But it also wasn’t.

I will always be looking for my sister.

Listening for her voice, missing her laughter, longing for her warmth.

We might not be extensions of each other, but we are still sisters.

I will never stop remembering the time she brought our hometown to me in sandwich bags in California. I will never stop thinking of all the times she built me up, even during times when she was tearing herself down. I will never stop searching for a set of wings on the scapula of any girl with our dark brown skin tone.

As I rejoin the shuffle through the Arrivals gate, I catch a glimpse of my yellow shirt in a window and I smile, because everybody wants to look like sunshine.

I am wearing black leggings, though, and I’ve given up vintage dresses, because I also want to look like me.

It might take some time to turn Rose’s voice down in my head, but I will always listen for it still.

I know it as well as I know my own.

The love I feel for her is constant and steady, like a heartbeat, and without it, I might flatline.

But the thing about hearts is — and I think this is the true miracle of the human body — they can start again.





Author’s Note




Do it afraid.

It’s a life motto of sorts, and those are also the words that forced me to write this book. Depression with suicidal ideation is a scary topic to wade into in fiction. You’re thinking about things like plot and character development and pacing, but you’re also thinking about how to tell the truest story you know.

For a lot of reasons, How to Live Without You is one of my most personal books. There’s the fact that it centers around a sister relationship. (My sisters are my whole heart. Emmy and I have that in common.) There’s also the fact that this book deals pretty significantly with mental health struggles, which is something I live with and something people I love live with.

I was worried about how to get this story “right.” I researched and read and relived, but I was afraid that something wouldn’t ring true for someone who picked up this book. With that said, I tried my very best to draw from real stories in depicting Rose’s struggle, but it’s impossible to capture every individual experience of depression in one story. Depression manifests in many different ways. There is a line in this book where Emmy says, “Shouldn’t happy people be happy? How can you be depressed, suicidal, and still look like you own the world?” And yet, the sad truth is that depression doesn’t discriminate. It targets the old, the young, the wealthy, the poor, the person who has no cause to be “blue,” and the person who has a million reasons.

Even sadder is the fact that depression is under-studied, under-diagnosed, and under-treated in many marginalized communities. Black kids, especially, often suffer in silence, because there is stigma around therapy and medication and having an invisible illness. I think the best way to change that is to have honest and hard conversations, to end the silence. Sometimes this means feeling exposed and vulnerable; sometimes this means doing it afraid.

If you think you might be depressed (or struggling with any mental health issues), please talk to someone you trust and seek out a certified counselor or medical professional. Regardless of what your illness looks like, you are worthy of help.

You are also more than your specific diagnosis. It was important for me to make Rose bubbly and passionate and bossy and kind and selfish, all characteristics that are aside from her depression. You are still you.

I said in a panel once that I will probably always be writing about mental health struggles because my experience of life is life with mental illness. The thing I want you to know, dear reader, is that most mental health issues, especially depression, are highly treatable. Like Rose says, you might have to live with it, but you don’t have to die from it.

There’s so much more I want to say, and I would. If we were face-to-face and talking over coffee or I wasn’t worried about writing too much (this is supposed to be a “note,” after all). So I will just say this: You are the golden one.


    

    US Resources

1. National Suicide Prevention Lifeline
Call 1 (800) 273 TALK (8255)

    2. Crisis Text Line
Text “HELLO” to 741741

3. www.nimh.nih.gov/health/find-help/index.shtml

Canadian Resources

    1. Canada Suicide Prevention Service
Call 1 (833) 456 4566 or text 45645

    2. Kids Help Phone
Call 1 (800) 668 6868 or text CONNECT to 686868

3. www.crisisservicescanada.ca/en/looking-for-local-resources-support
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