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      Not My Sister is a spellbinding story of adventure and searching for answers. It will keep you reading until the very end! I would love to see a movie made from this book since the characters were so well developed and intriguing.—Dena R.

      

      I am delighted to give this book 5 out of 5 stars. The characters, plot and descriptions were all enticing. —Reviewer, OnlineBookClub

      

      The plot is well built and contains several twists. The characters are well written and their feelings of despair, anxiety and uncertainty are very palpable.—Basia, Book Sirens

      

      I was up until 4am to finish this book. Great read, well done!—Kathy S.
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        You may have all the facts

        but still not have the answer.
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        For those who have lost a sibling

        and have lost their place.
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      When someone you love dies in a foreign country, your brain plays tricks on you. You look for your loved one everywhere. On the street. In a restaurant. At the hardware store.

      There are times you think you see your loved one. In that split second, a spark of exquisite possibility flares in your heart—because you would give anything to discover their death was a mistake. A hoax. A bad dream.

      So, you keep searching, hoping to see a certain face in the crowd.

      Until one day, you do…
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      Amsterdam. The city that took my sister.

      I once vowed that I would never return to Amsterdam. But here I was, two years later, flying over the Venice of the North on a fool’s errand. I had been sent to re-confirm that my sister was dead.

      Of course, she was.

      As the plane descended over slumbering tulip fields and rain-splattered canals, I tried to picture the Amsterdam of my early twenties: getting high at coffee shops, eating fries on the sidewalk, and giggling in sex museums. But those days were gone, just like my twenties. Now, at thirty-four, all I could conjure was the bleak November when I’d last been here—and the night we said good-bye to Olivia.

      On the evening of her cremation, three of us—Olivia’s fiancé, my mother and I—set lanterns alight in Vondelpark and released them into the sky. As I watched my sister’s white lights rise above the rooftops of Amsterdam, part of me ascended with her, never to return. Even now, I could feel the jagged hole inside my chest where a star had been ripped out and dragged into the heavens with her.

      Oh, that starry, starry night. So beautiful. So cold. So final.

      My stomach burned. I had no desire to revisit the past or the lop-sided relationship I’d endured with my younger sister. But whose fault was it that I was on this plane? Mine. Because I had serious issues with saying no, especially to the parents, and especially to my grief-ravaged mother.

      So, I had put my life on hold for a few days and got on this plane, hoping I could do what the parents wanted and make them happy for once. I knew it was a long shot. With my shattered family, it would always be a long shot.

      I tipped my forehead toward the cool window of the jet and looked out. The quilt of fields and waterways raced past, ever closer. We were almost there. I swallowed back the misgivings that clogged my throat and focused on the positive.

      This trip could be my chance to get answers about Olivia’s death. I still harbored questions about how and why she had died. I probably always would. But I was older this time around—much older than I had been two years ago. Plus, I was armed with a new perspective gleaned from the countless true crime podcasts I had listened to for the past two years.

      Now I knew how investigations could stall or go off course. I’d learned that police sometimes fabricated motives when they lacked evidence and resources. I suspected that Olivia’s case had fallen through the proverbial cracks, and at the time, no one had possessed the bandwidth to protest.

      My travel companion, Angelina Lammata, violated my personal space to stare out the window with me. Her boobs smothered my shoulder.

      “Finally,” she said. “I can’t wait to get out of this sardine can. I think I have clots in both legs. Maybe even my ass.”

      “You and me both. But mine’s in my brain. To come back here?” I shook my head at my own idiocy. “I must be crazy.”

      “You had to come back, Jessica.” Angie sank back to her seat and patted my forearm. “None of us will rest until we know for sure.”

      “And if the card my mother got was just an empty threat?”

      “Then we’ll have more time to sightsee and buy cheese.” Angie nudged me and ducked to catch my eye. “Free vacation. Hello.”

      Nothing in life was free. But maybe Angie hadn’t learned that yet. At twenty-eight, her optimism matched her bright pink hair.

      Angelina Lammata was my younger sister’s best friend—or should I say former best friend. Or the best friend of my former younger sister. The situation was difficult to explain to strangers without launching into depressing details, and these days I tried hard not to do depressing—so I usually left such definitions alone.

      I avoided telling people I once had a sister who died under mysterious circumstances in a foreign country. I hated the questions and the pity and the way the conversation inevitably veered off to beautiful, funny Olivia. Once a dead sister was mentioned, it became the only interesting thing about me. So, I never talked about her anymore.

      Did I dishonor Olivia with my silence? Maybe. But it was easier that way.

      I closed my eyes as the plane touched down. But I couldn’t close my churning thoughts. If Olivia was still alive, why hadn’t she contacted me? Did I mean that little to her? Did I want to discover she had been alive the past two years? My heart said yes. My head said, hell no. And my gut said something must be terribly wrong with me.

      I reached for the mimosa I’d had with breakfast but then remembered the flight attendant had collected our beverages. I slumped in my seat. “I just want to get this over with, Ange. In. Out. Back to LA. I’ve got a role to prepare for.”

      Angie turned to me. “But what if the threat is real?”

      I met her worried gaze. “Then we find Olivia before that asshole Carlo does. And convince her to come home.”

      

      After Angie and I deplaned, we waited in the immigration line for a good half hour. When the queue dwindled until only we remained, I stepped forward. A sinking feeling crept over me as I watched the agent study my passport and then consult a monitor. He observed me without a hint of friendliness in his eyes. Then he turned his attention back to the monitor and crooked his finger at a man in uniform standing near the wall.

      Something was wrong. Fear uncurled in my stomach and crawled up my throat.

      “Please go with the officer.” The immigration official slid my passport and boarding pass toward me. “The police will talk to you.”

      “The police?”

      “Move there. You hold up the line.”

      The officer walked toward me with a serious expression on his face. I refused to budge from the immigration booth.

      “What’s this about?”

      “I don’t have information on that.”

      “But what about my friend?” I pointed at Angie. She made a face and held up her hands, silently mouthing the words, “What’s going on.”

      “She can wait or go.”

      “Miss.” The officer behind me touched my elbow. “This way.”

      “Sir.” I held my ground. “There must be some mistake.”

      “No mistake. Go with the officer or go back to United States.”

      I threw steel into my blue eyes, knowing exactly how to transform my expression. I could go from ennui to outrage in less than ten seconds. It was one of my superpower acting skills.

      He peered over the tops of his glasses at me, his mouth dour and his pale eyes watery, unimpressed.

      The hand around my arm tightened. I grabbed my papers and allowed the guard to guide me to a frosted glass door down the hall. He opened it, indicated a chair near a small table and then left before I could ask any more questions. I heard the door lock behind him.

      Shit.

      What was going on? Had someone planted something illegal in my suitcase? I replayed the events since I’d embarked on this trip. I hadn’t noticed anything suspicious. But you never knew what went on with clerks and baggage handlers. I had lost a laptop once when I was stupid enough to pack it in checked luggage.

      Luckily, I still had my phone. I couldn’t be in too much trouble if they had left me with my personal items. I texted Angie.

      “Wait for me at Starbucks. If I don’t show up in thirty minutes, go on to the hotel. We’re staying at the,” I had to pause to recall the name of the place. “The Krasnapolsky. You can take a cab or walk from the station.”

      Angie had never been to Amsterdam, but I wasn’t worried about her. Angie lived in a studio apartment in Oakland, California, a city known for sketchy neighborhoods and drive-by shootings. She knew how to be careful.

      “What’s up?” she texted back.

      “IDK. They won’t tell me.”

      She texted a thumbs down. Then she texted a gif of Will Ferrell behind prison bars, wailing. I texted back a grimacing face.

      I plopped onto the chair and leaned back, exhausted. This detention was the cherry on the top of my ruined holiday break. The last few days had been a whirlwind of travel and trauma—the usual situation for a Thanksgiving with the parents. But added to the mix this time was the package that had plunged my mother into oblivion and launched me on this quest.

      The package had brought on the perfect storm of our typical family dynamic. My mother got triggered, my stepfather decided something must be done, and I let myself be dragged into the drama. I had a terrible premonition that my mission to Amsterdam was about to derail me—both personally and professionally, and maybe even mentally—starting with this detention room.

      The trouble had begun two days earlier.
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      The day the package arrived started like any other Thanksgiving, with me traveling to spend the holiday with the parents. I looked forward to the break. I’d been working hard, and I had good news to share for once.

      Anticipation fluttered in my chest as my Lyft ride sped up I-5, past the Space Needle, over Portage Bay and north to the exit for Richmond Beach. The parents had recently bought a house in that small and perpetually damp community, and I was anxious to see it.

      As soon as we turned off the freeway and headed west toward the shores of Puget Sound, it started to rain. I stopped the true crime podcast I was listening to and sat back to watch the scenery go by, curious to see where the folks had moved this time.

      Though I had been raised in Seattle, I had relocated to Northern California fifteen years ago. Since then, I had lost all sense of having a hometown because of my parents’ constant cross-country moves. Maybe this new place in Richmond Beach would feel like home and would bring us back full circle. I hoped so.

      For the first time in years, I looked forward to a Thanksgiving holiday as it was supposed to be: a gathering of friends and family who laughed and reminisced over mounds of food. I could picture it like a hit movie: Jude Law and Kate Winslet with a brood of children. A set of doting grandparents. A bachelor uncle. A best friend. No histrionics in sight. Not a whiff of an upstaging sister.

      This time the holiday weekend would not center around my sister Olivia and what happened in the past. For once, it would be about me and the future.

      I had news. Big news. Something that would justify all the stops and starts of my life and cease the eye-rolling of my stepfather. News that might even lift the spirits of my mother. Because Thanksgiving, with its birthday remembrance afterward, was the most difficult holiday of the year for us—but especially for my mom.

      We rolled through the older section of town and down a narrow lane. Houses built by fishermen a hundred years ago clung to the slope above the sea, buffeted by wind and overrun with blackberry brambles.

      The Lyft driver pulled over to the curb.

      “Here you are,” she announced.

      We had arrived at a hillside so dense with cedar and pine that I could barely see the streetlights. I got out, plopped my suitcase on the sidewalk and glanced up at the heavy-timbered Craftsman twenty feet above me. Facing those steep stairs, I was glad for the intense workouts I’d subjected myself to the past few months.

      The driver pulled away, leaving me alone in the rain.

      Crap. I had forgotten to bring the prerequisite umbrella to one of the wettest areas in the Pacific Northwest. No way could I make a run for it with my large bag. My expensive blowout and makeup job was about to be ruined.

      From what I could discern through the rain stuck in my lashes, the house was set back from a boulder-reinforced slope and accessed by steep steps carpeted with lichen. A massive porch fronted the house, forming a bastion of shadow and woodwork. A faint yellow porchlight struggled against the gloom at the door.

      My mother had found the perfect place to hide from the world.

      I grabbed the stair rail, careful not to chip my new French manicure, while I glowered at the house like the enemy it was. This was not a place to regain a sunny outlook. This was a cave. A tomb. A monastery set atop a Tibetan peak. I couldn’t let my mother retreat like this.

      Wind ruffled the gauzy lilac scarf I’d wound around my throat and unbound hair, urging me to seek shelter. The breeze was cold and cutting, sharp with the odor of sea muck and kelp and full of rain. I felt a pang of homesickness for the softer, warmer air of Southern California where I now lived.

      I started the long climb upward.

      At the top of the steps, I met a man with a small leather bag striding down the walkway from the house. I paused in surprise. Did doctors still make house calls? And did they carry those odd little satchels these days? I looked at him again. Apparently, they did.

      I swayed against the metal railing to make way for the older gentleman—more to catch my breath than out of courtesy—but he nodded his thanks as he clattered past me through the rain and down to the street.

      The question I should have asked was what was a doctor doing at my parents’ house? But I wasn’t thinking straight. I’d downed three gin and tonics on the plane to dull my mind, not sharpen it.

      It was Thanksgiving, after all. The holiday that my sister Olivia had ruined forever.

      The thought of Olivia cut through my buzz, and for a moment all I could do was hang onto the rail while grief assailed me. Rain dribbled down my bangs and into my eyes, as an all-too-familiar pain came roaring out of nowhere. It could strike anytime and anyplace: while shopping, on a set, or even in the middle of a conversation. I had no control over when the monster wave of my sister’s loss would crash over me, just as I had no control over her antics when she had been alive.

      Rain coursed down my face and into the corners of my mouth, mixing with my tears. I stood there sobbing, barely registering the rain or the cold until I heard a driver slow down to peer up at me. In the past two years, some of my fellow actors had gaped at me in the same way.

      I jerked out of my lapse. I must look like a pitiful wretch, standing in the middle of a downpour like this with sodden clothes and matted hair, crying. Not the rising star my agent claimed I was. I had to get a grip.

      I tugged at the handle of my suitcase to climb the last few steps to the house.

      Once on the porch, I squared my shoulders and channeled Elizabeth Taylor as Cleopatra.

      Impervious. Regal. Mistress of one of the oldest civilizations on Earth.

      And, to lighten the pall that had descended: Perfect posture. Elegant wardrobe. And some really fierce eyeliner.

      …Eyeliner that was probably streaked halfway down my cheeks by now…

      I pressed the round black buzzer.

      After a moment, the deadbolt slid open, and the door swung inward.

      “Jessica!”

      I knew the voice, but I didn’t recognize the twenty-something waif with spiked pink hair and tattooed wrists. I did a double take.

      “Angie?” I held out my arms, forgetting all about queens of the Nile. I hugged her, and part of me basked in the essence of Olivia that still bound us together. The feeling nurtured me but gutted me at the same time. I squeezed my eyes shut, forcing out the heartache as I had programmed myself to do, and released her. “Wow, you look amazing!”

      “Lost twenty pounds. Dancing my ass off these days. Literally.”

      “That’s great.”

      “Come in.” She pulled the door open farther but tapped a finger to her lips as I passed over the threshold. She avoided eye contact, which was odd.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered, looking around her at the too-dark living room. Not a single light had been turned on for my arrival. Strange. All I could make out was the silhouette of a couch facing an empty fireplace and the wing of my mother’s cherished grand piano.

      A suitcase had been left at the bottom of a staircase across the room. I assumed the bag belonged to Angie.

      “It’s your mom.” Angie held the door for me until I rolled my suitcase all the way into the foyer. Then she closed the front door, making as little noise as possible.

      “Is she sick?” By sick, I meant drunk. My mother hadn’t been sober a single night since Olivia’s funeral two years ago. “Where is she? Why was a doctor here?”

      “She kind of had a thing.” Angie said.

      “What, a stroke?” I grabbed her elbow to keep her from leaving, desperate for information now. “A heart attack. What?”

      “A panic attack or something. They had to give her a tranquilizer. That’s all I know. I just got here myself.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah. She’s in her bedroom now.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “I think it’s this way.” Angie led me down a hall at the right, careful to walk on the balls of her feet so the century-old floorboards wouldn’t complain. My actress spirit unconsciously mimicked her quiet tread while my numb brain struggled to make sense of the oppressive, clock-ticking silence.

      We walked past a bathroom. I reached in and grabbed the hand towel, confident that it would be clean. My neatnik mother changed towels every day. I dabbed the rain from my face and hair as we walked.

      When we got to the end of the hallway, Angie rapped softly on the bedroom door. My stepfather opened it a crack. Then he caught sight of me and waved me in, staring at me with such intensity that I knew something more than a panic attack was involved.

      The three gin and tonics I’d had on the plane roiled inside me as I struggled to put them behind me. I should have eaten more today. I should have paced myself. But I hadn’t, and I had only myself to blame.

      I pushed back the fog in my head. If something dire had happened to my mother, I had to handle it. I was her only child. She needed me. And I needed all my wits about me. I needed to think straight—especially in front of Rob. I could feel his critical inspection and prayed he couldn’t smell the booze on me. I didn’t want him to add “sloppy drunk” to the list of my inadequacies.

      “Look at the state of you,” he said. His Scottish burr lent a sharp edge to his cutting appraisal.

      “I got caught in the rain.”

      Rob swept past me into the hall. “Come to the kitchen as soon as you can.”

      “Okay.” I glanced at the dark shape lying on the bed.

      “And don’t rile her.  She needs to rest.”

      “What happened, Rob?”

      “I’ll tell you later.” Before I could ask him anything more, he turned and strode down the hall.

      Angie waited in the doorway. “Want me to take your coat, Jessica?”

      “Thanks.” I slipped out of my dripping jacket and gave it to her.

      “I’ll see if I can help Rob with the cooking.” She shot me a worried smile, and then left me alone with my mother.

      I pressed the thick terry cloth to my hair as I walked toward the figure in the bed.

      I hadn’t seen my sixty-year-old mother since Christmas last year. Now, standing a few feet from her side, I couldn’t believe the change in her. In one year, she had wasted away and dried up—which was ironic given how much wine she drank and the rainforest she lived in.

      She didn’t even look like my mother. She looked like a baby bird, with too large a head and too skinny a neck. She wasn’t wearing make-up and had let her hair go gray. The chardonnay and champagne-colored strands might have suited her pale coloring, but her hair had been clipped up in a careless twist that splayed like feathers to one side of her skull. The black tunic she wore turned her wan skin to an unhealthy pallor, and the large bracelet that clung to one wrist made her arm bone look skeletal. But most worrying of all was her expression.

      She lay on the coverlet, staring up at the ceiling, her eyes glassy and her face completely blank. She looked as if she were dead.

      “Mom?” I whispered into the stillness.

      She didn’t look at me. She didn’t even blink. I tossed aside the towel and stepped closer.

      “Mom?” My voice quavered.

      Only one lamp illuminated the room, leaving her swallowed by shadows and pillow shams, but I could still see the stark emptiness in her eyes. I knew the world she was in. I had visited that dark place many times myself.

      I sat on the edge of the mattress and reached out to touch her shoulder. I was shocked to feel how thin she had become. Her shoulders were shrunken under the tunic. In the months since I’d seen her, her hair had thinned on the top.

      “Mom. It’s me. Jessica.”

      She didn’t make a single sign of recognition.

      “What happened?”

      No response. Her blank, unmoving eyes terrified me. She was the only person I had left in the world, and to see her like this frightened me to the core.

      “Mom.” I forced myself to reach out again. Gently, I shook her shoulder, knowing I overstepped. She kept such tight boundaries around herself that I always thought twice about touching her. But her appearance worried me so much, I had to take the risk of offending her.

      Her shoulder moved when I shook her, but her head remained in place, as if it hovered above to keep her mind separate from her frail body and her thoughts out of reach. I knew there was nothing I could do. There was no way to communicate with her in this state.

      “Okay, mom.” I tried to think of something positive to say. “Take it easy. I’m here now. Don’t worry.”

      I thought of patting her hand. I thought I should try to get her under the covers. Maybe take off her slippers. But my mother wasn’t the type to solicit advice, let alone physical assistance. I knew she would prefer to stay where she was, unmolested. I stepped back and looked around for a throw.

      She always bought throws when she decorated a bedroom. Sure enough, I spotted a fluffy white afghan hanging over the arm of a chair in the corner. I grabbed it and carefully tucked it around her. Then I gently released the clip in her hair and set it on the nightstand. She would be more comfortable without the plastic poking into her scalp.

      Not sure what else I could do, I stood there staring down at her, worried and powerless.

      What had happened that had induced Rob to call a doctor? And why had they forced a tranquilizer on her? She must have hated that. She avoided pharmaceuticals of any kind and wouldn’t even take an ibuprofen tablet. Whatever had happened, it must have been bad.

      I left my catatonic mother and headed to the kitchen, wherever that was. I needed answers. And I needed them now.
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      I passed through the shadowy rooms until I found the kitchen at the back of the house. It was a huge space, a cavern of cherry cabinets, soapstone counters and heavy beams. Angie sat in a puddle of light at the island, peeling potatoes, while Rob unloaded groceries opposite her. On the island in front of him were half-empty bags, mounds of produce and cans of cranberry sauce. A turkey carcass sat in the sink.

      At the sound of my step, Rob glanced over his shoulder at me. He was a tall man with thick brown hair, ruddy skin and a barrel for a torso—with a dominating personality to match his huge chest.

      “This has got to stop.” He slapped a block of butter onto the counter and braced both hands on the countertop. “No more. I’ve had it.”

      “What happened?” I headed for a stool near Angie.

      “Nothing has been the same since your sister. And now this. I’ve had it.”

      “What?” I exclaimed, frustrated. “Somebody tell me what happened.”

      “This came.” Rob slid an innocuous padded envelope toward me, face down.

      I flipped it over. A typed shipping label gave no clue as to the sender, but the package had been mailed to my mother. A row of orange and blue stamps from Nederland were pasted in one corner.

      Worry unfurled in my gut. We had put communications from the Netherlands far behind us, or so I thought.

      I met Rob’s simmering stare.

      “Open it,” he said, breathing heavily as he watched me.

      I pulled out an orange envelope, the kind that contained a greeting card. Someone had scratched a heart on the front in a heavy, crude line.

      Angie put down the potato peeler and eased off the stool to peer over my shoulder.

      I slipped out the card while I struggled to tamp down my escalating concern. A cornucopia bursting with autumn fruit decorated the front. Nothing alarming there. I opened the card. Above the generic “Happy Birthday” print, was a message scrawled in slanted, angry strokes.

      “You have been fooled. But no one deserves it more, you fucking cold-hearted bitch. This time, I keep her safe from your poison.”

      

      The vitriol of the words and the way they’d been etched into the cardstock shocked me. I searched for a signature. There was none. But I had a pretty good idea who had sent this lovely note.

      “Carlo?” I ventured, glancing from Rob to Angie. The mere sound of that name coming out of my mouth made me want to puke.

      Rob nodded at the card. “Look at the bottom.”

      In smaller writing at the base of the card was the web address of a YouTube video.

      “He made a video, too?” I asked, appalled. “Isn’t this card enough? And what does he mean, ‘you have been fooled’?”

      “Jess, can I see that?” Angie grabbed the card to study it, her pink spikes at full attention.

      I grabbed my phone to launch YouTube. I typed in the web address of the video. Angie and I huddled over the bar to watch it together.

      Rob turned to grab a bottle from the wine fridge behind him. I could feel his steady gaze on me as he watched us queue up the video.

      I tapped the full screen icon and then hit play, dreading the sight of the face I expected to see. The last person I wanted to look at now—or ever—was Carlo Vinetti, my sister’s violent ex-boyfriend.

      To my surprise and relief, the video did not feature the short Italian man. Instead, a news item began to play about a stamp being commissioned for the Queen’s birthday.

      I glanced up from the phone. “I don’t think this is the right one.”

      “Keep watching.” Rob pulled the cork from the wine bottle with a loud pop. “It’s that one, all right.”

      I looked back at the video but couldn’t make sense of it. The reporter spoke in a foreign language I didn’t understand. Was it Dutch? I knew a lot of languages, but Dutch wasn’t one of them.

      I didn’t understand the audio, but I did recognize the Royal Palace in downtown Amsterdam. Still not making a connection, I scanned the subtitles. Queen Maxima of the Netherlands was celebrating an important birthday by issuing a special postage stamp. And this year, the stamp design had been part of a contest.

      I glanced at Rob. “Why are we watching this?”

      He fluttered his fingers at me and scowled. I took that as a sign to keep paying attention.

      The winner of the contest was a mysterious up and coming artist named Rosa Van Rijn, who wore a mask and never spoke in public. But her exciting abstract style was causing a real stir in the international art community. The reporter turned to hold his microphone out.

      And there she was: Rosa Van Rijn, a young woman in a white mask. She was tiny, blond, with big lavender eyes, slender waist and shapely hips.

      She looked just like Olivia. It was like seeing my dead sister come to life— a dream come true and a sickening nightmare, all at the same time. The scar tissue that had creeped over the gash of my grief ripped open. I gasped.

      “You’ll need this,” Rob said, sliding a goblet of wine my way. He slid a second glass to Angie.

      I stared at the screen. I watched the reporter ask the artist questions. In turn, she would whisper to a tall man standing beside her, and then the tall man would speak on her behalf.

      Hot amazement poured over me, followed by chilling disbelief. This couldn’t be Olivia. Could it?

      Yes, she was proud to represent the Netherlands and to be selected for this prestigious honor. Yes, she had been painting all her life. Yes, she looked forward to meeting the queen in a few minutes. The tall man’s voice droned in the background as I stared at the small artist and inspected every detail of her hair, face and shoulders.

      Was it her? It couldn’t be her. But it looked like her.

      Then again, I had spent the last two years praying I would see my sister somewhere, somehow.

      For months after she died, I had fantasized that the State Department would call to tell us they had made a dreadful mistake. Sometimes I even thought I saw Olivia on the street, buying a coffee or walking a dog, and my heart would leap with hope. Then logic would pull me back to reality. And I would suffer her loss all over again.

      Olivia was gone. I had carried her remains through airports and train stations on her final trip to California. I had scattered her ashes in Hawaii, Mexico, Croatia and Italy—all the places she had loved. She was not in Amsterdam. She was gone. My only sister—my only confidante in the world—was gone.

      “Well, what do you think?” Rob’s voice cut into my angst. “Think it’s her?”

      “It can’t be.” I swallowed hard and dragged the wine toward me. I took a gulp, hoping the wine would settle my nerves. Then I watched the video again while Rob stuffed groceries in the refrigerator. I rewound and watched the video again and again until I had memorized every detail of the Masked Artist.

      “How could it be her?” Angie inquired. “Do you think it’s her?”

      “It looks like her.” I took another big sip of wine to stop my mind from racing. I had to be the sensible one. I couldn’t jump to hopeful conclusions that would only cause heartache when they were proved wrong. “I’ll admit it does look like her. But with that mask, she could be anyone.”

      “That’s what I say,” Rob said. “But your mother took one look at that video and lost it. And I mean lost it.”

      “They had to drag her back to the house,” Angie put in. “I saw it happen. When I was arriving.”

      “Where was she going?”

      “To the airport,” Angie pressed play again.

      “No bag,” Rob added. “No purse. In her slippers.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. My ultra-controlled mother had run off for the airport without taking her purse? Not in a million years. Not unless she had lost her mind.

      Rob planted his palms on the counter again. “This shit with Olivia must stop. How long has it been? Two years? When do I get my life back?”

      I gaped at his florid face, struck dumb by his self-centered view of my mother’s grief. Grief didn’t have a sell-by date. Grief couldn’t be turned off like a water tap. I knew there was a point where a person had to say ‘enough,’ but neither my mother nor I were there yet. How could he demand such a thing of her?

      “I’ve been living with a zombie for two years and now this shit.” He stabbed a blocky hand at the card.

      “And you felt the need to tranquilize her?” I said. “Jesus, Rob.”

      “She was inconsolable,” Angie said. “You should have seen her. She was absolutely beside herself. She had snot running down her face. Your mother. She couldn’t catch her breath.”

      I couldn’t visualize my mother losing her cool. She was the most self-contained person I knew. When faced with conflict, she didn’t fall apart or lash out. She went silent. Deadly silent. If something bothered her, she would immerse herself in work until she processed her emotions and made peace with them. How she achieved such a feat, I never knew. And why she wanted to live her life without expressing her emotions, I never knew either.

      Rob plopped the turkey into a roasting pan. “She was determined to get on a plane and track down that artist. I had to do something.”

      “And this.” I dragged the card in front of me again to inspect the sharp handwriting more closely. “Do you think Carlo is threatening Mom with this?”

      “Like he won’t let Olivia see your mom?” Angie put in.

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought he was living in Italy.” Angie started the video again. “Didn’t he get kicked out of Amsterdam?”

      “Yeah but check out the postage stamps.” I tapped the envelope. “He mailed the card from the Netherlands.”

      Angie frowned. “I didn’t notice that.”

      “Maybe he just saw that video, too. On YouTube or something. And went back to Amsterdam. See when that video was uploaded, Ange.”

      Angie tapped the phone and looked up. “Last week.”

      She met my stare, and her brown eyes went dark with concern.

      A chill snaked through me, leaving my hands and feet frozen. I hugged my chest. “I think Carlo believes that artist is Olivia.”

      “Or knows she is,” Rob said, pushing celery and onions into the turkey carcass. “We never once got a full story from Olivia. She might have contacted him.”

      “What’s the note say again?” I swept the card up and read the message out loud. “This time, I keep her from your poison.” I lowered the card. “What the fuck.”

      “Sounds like a threat to me.” Angie leaned her forearms on the counter. “Think we should go to the police?”

      “The Dutch police? They didn’t do anything the last time he threatened us.”

      I thought of the warning he left on Facebook Messenger the day after Olivia had died. He had blamed my “devil of a mother” for causing the death of his “beautiful angel,” and vowed to make her “very, very sorry.”

      His threat had terrified us. As soon as we landed in Amsterdam for the funeral, we went to the Dutch police, hoping something preemptive could be done about Carlo. But they brushed us off. They could intervene only if Carlo re-entered the country and did something unlawful. I had protested, saying if he did do something unlawful, it would be to hurt my mother, and then it would be too late.

      My logic hadn’t convinced them to offer protection. There was nothing they could do, they said. So, my mother and I had spent the entire week of Olivia’s funeral trip fearing for our lives. Mysteriously, and much to my mother’s relief, Carlo never showed.

      I set down my glass, deflated. This was not the homecoming I had imagined. This was not the happy family I had visualized. Perhaps we would never be a happy family again.

      Maybe we never had been.

      I looked up to find Rob studying me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Something has to be done, Jessica.”

      “I don’t know, Rob. This is crazy. All this?” I swept the air with one hand. “It’s too weird to be true.”

      Angie gulped her wine. “You think it’s a trick?”

      “I don’t know what to think.”

      I really didn’t. I had never been able to make quick judgments, especially important ones. Although the gin and tonics were long gone from my system, my mind still couldn’t function properly. There was too much to process here.

      “What about contacting the State Department?” Angie suggested. “Maybe they could find out something definite.”

      “No.” Rob wiped his hands on a towel and then threw it across one shoulder. “That would take too long. It has to be something quicker.”

      “What do you have in mind?” My voice cracked. I had a sick feeling that I knew what he was going to say.

      “Someone has to go to Amsterdam. Nip this in the bud.”

      I shoved back my stool and hopped off. “No way. No way.”

      “There’s no alternative.”

      “No. This is really bad timing, Rob. No.” Forgetting about my phone and wine, I fled from the kitchen and his dominating presence. I couldn’t let Olivia’s world, imaginary or not, infringe on mine. Not right now.

      I stomped through the dining room to the front parlor where I’d left my suitcase. I had no idea where to go or what to do. All I knew was that I had to get away from Rob, but I couldn’t leave my mother—not in the state she was in. I paused in the center of the room, trying to marshal my thoughts.

      I heard a clatter of flats on hardwood behind me. Angie held up my wine glass.

      “Forgot this,” she ventured. She handed me my phone as well.

      “Thanks, Ange.”

      “I’ll build a fire.” She walked to the cold hearth and knelt on the slate. I trailed after her, shell-shocked, and sank onto the sofa.

      She glanced over her shoulder at me and gave me a small smile of encouragement. “Maybe in the morning, we’ll have a better idea of what to do.”

      “Like go back to California for one,” I muttered.

      “Think that will help?”

      “Prolly not.”
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      I rose from the sofa at the Richmond Beach house long after the fire went out. Angie and Rob had retired hours before, but I hadn’t been able to settle. I carried my suitcase up the stairs to the guest room at the end of the hall. Rob had mentioned that I was supposed to stay in the Blue Room. The walls in the end bedroom were painted a dark blue and no one was sleeping in the bed, so I assumed I was in the right place.

      As I flopped my bag on the bed, I heard the door creak open. I turned, hoping to see Angie. Instead, I was shocked to see my mother hanging in the doorway, one bony hand on the woodwork.

      “Jess,” she murmured through parched lips. “You came.”

      She didn’t remember me from earlier. I wasn’t surprised. The tranquilizer had knocked her senseless. I was surprised, however, to see that she was lucid and had managed to climb the stairs. But then again, her dogged determination was the trait I admired most about her.

      “Did you…did you see it?” Her swollen tongue tripped over the words. “Did they show you? The video?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then c’mon,” she whispered. “We have to go. Before Rob knows I’m up.”

      I couldn’t bear to look at the haunted devastation in her face.

      I was tired and tipsy. I wanted to put away my things and fall into bed. I didn’t want to deal with a half-drugged parent.

      “You shouldn’t be up,” I turned back to the suitcase and picked up my purple wool sweater. I might have forgotten an umbrella, but I’d remembered to pack a cozy garment to ward off the Seattle chill. “Go back to bed, mom.”

      “Jessica, I’m serious.” My mother’s voice quavered. “We have to go.”

      I sighed and glanced at her over one shoulder. “Where, mom?”

      “Amsterdam.” She trudged to the bed and tugged at my elbow with trembling hands. “Come on.”

      “No. Not until tomorrow.” Gently, I pulled out of her grip. She gaped at me with bleary eyes.

      “Tomorrow?” She sank to the mattress, as if trying to make sense of the term. Her shoulder length hair stuck out in the back in a fuzzy mess.

      She was aging before my eyes. Worry for her health and state of mind cut through me. I had never seen her break, not even after the death of Olivia. But she was breaking now. Maybe she had packed all the drama of her life into a box that she could no longer hold closed.

      “Did you see that artist, Jess? Did you see her? We have to go.”

      “You’re in no state to go anywhere,” I chided. “And to be honest, neither am I.”

      “We have to,” she mumbled. “We have to go to her.”

      “You don’t know that it’s her. It can’t be her.”

      “But what if it is?” She grabbed my wrist with her cold claw of a hand. “What if it is?”

      “Mom, Olivia’s gone. We cremated her. Remember?”

      She didn’t seem to hear me. “I let Rob talk me out of going right away the last time. I can’t let that happen again.”

      I squeezed the sweater. Thinking of those days made my heart ache. “Want to know what I think?”

      “What?”

      “Carlo is just being cruel to you.”

      “But why?”

      “I don’t know, Mom. Because it’s her birthday? Because he’s sick?”

      She sighed and scrutinized my face, as if evaluating my less-hysterical take on the situation. Her hand slipped away from my arm, and she sank into herself, looking frailer than ever. Her voice dropped to barely above a whisper. “They drugged me. Do you know they drugged me?”

      “Yeah.”

      She dragged the bracelet up and down her knobby forearm, as she spoke. “Rob called our neighbor. He put something in me. My brain’s like mush.”

      “It sounds like you might have needed it.”

      “Rob knows how I feel about drugs. Why would he do that to me?”

      “Because he’s worried?”

      She shook her head. Her dry gray-blond hair floated in wisps at her temples. “He thinks a pill can cure everything. He thinks I’m losing it.”

      “You can’t blame him. Look at you. You’re not taking care of yourself, are you? You can’t be much of a partner in your current state.”

      “I’m trying my best. But he doesn’t understand. He didn’t lose a child.” She glanced up at me with bloodshot eyes. “You know what he says to me?”

      “What?”

      “Cheer up.” The words slurred together. She glared at the wall and kept rubbing her arm. “Cheer up. Like it’s that simple.”

      “Eventually it’s a choice you do have to make.”

      “Well, I’m not there yet. And he’s not going to bully me.” She straightened her spine. “And I’m not crazy.”

      “Then next time, don’t take off for Europe in your slippers.” I shoved the sweater in an empty dresser drawer.

      “Why are you being so sarcastic?”

      “I’m not being sarcastic. I’m being realistic. You need help, Mom. You need to see a therapist. This isn’t about Rob. It’s about you. Not moving on.”

      Her face turned to stone. She sat on the bed and stared at the door, silent. I didn’t have the energy or desire for a discussion like this, but I could see no way out of it. Reluctantly, I returned to the bed and sat down beside her.

      “It’s not that I want you to forget her.” I curved an arm around her bony frame. “I just want you to think about releasing her.”

      “I don’t want to,” she whispered to her folded hands. “I don’t want to forget her. Ever.”

      “You won’t. You never will.”

      “This pain I feel, I don’t want to let it go.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s all I have now.” She pressed a fist to her breastbone. “If I ever quit feeling this ache, it means I have forgotten her—that I’ve started to put her aside.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “She was always so worried about being put aside.”

      “That was none of your doing, Mom. That was our father’s fault.”

      “I should have visited her more. I should have sent care packages.” She covered her face with her hands. “I should have been a better mother.”

      “You were fine.” I rubbed her back. I could feel her spine poking through her skin. “We knew you loved us.”

      “I don’t think so. I didn’t love her the way she needed to be loved. Children that are loved don’t commit suicide.”

      I retracted my arm. “You don’t really believe that.” I stood up. “Especially about Olivia.”

      “Sometimes I do.”

      “That she killed herself? C’mon, Mom. We’ve gone over this so many times.”

      “I know. I know.” She got to her feet and gazed down at the suitcase.

      Was she thinking of helping me unpack? Did that mean the therapy session was concluded? I knew it was selfish of me, but I hoped so. To rehash Olivia’s death was to undo months of work on my own wobbly state of mind.

      My mother picked up another sweater. I held out my hand for it, but she hugged it to her chest, so deep in her own world that she didn’t register my outstretched fingers.

      “Did I tell you I saw a psychic?” she said.

      “Another one?” I dropped my arm.

      “Yes. But this one told me that Olivia was okay. That she was in a good place. Maybe she is in Amsterdam.”

      “I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”

      “And if I saw a blue butterfly, that it meant Olivia was reaching out to me. That I should open up, be aware.”

      “Have you seen one yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Maybe you should consider moving back to California, then. You’ve got a better chance of seeing butterflies there, a whole lot more than in this god-awful rainforest.”

      “But I felt compelled to come back here.”

      “To Seattle? To all this gloom?” I held my hand out for the sweater again.

      “It seemed suitable somehow.” She relinquished the garment but didn’t meet my gaze.

      “Mom, it’s been two years. You are allowed to live again. To be in the light again.” I touched her shoulder. “We both are.”

      “It doesn’t seem right. It doesn’t seem possible.”

      “Would she want to see you like this?”

      “What do you mean, like this?” She pulled out from under my hand. “I’m fine. It’s just that video that has me upset. I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not fine, Mom. You look exhausted.”

      “Well, I’m not. I’ve just been busy.”

      “Doing what? Anything creative? Anything you love? Painting? Writing? Singing?”

      She grabbed a pair of jeans from the suitcase. “I haven’t had time. With this move.”

      “Right.” I stared at her, knowing my silence would force her to continue.

      “I’m functioning. I do what I have to do.”

      She glared at me.

      “Mom, you’re suffering from depression,” I went on. “It’s obvious. You need some help. Talk to someone.”

      “I have talked to someone,” she replied, suddenly inpatient with our discussion. She walked to the door. “Nothing helps. Nothing seems to work.”

      “You have to want it to work,” I shot back.

      “It’s not like I’m not trying.”

      She turned and met my stare, her eyes as hot as mine. For a moment, I recognized my old mother in her expression—the one who would meet challenges head-on and laugh, accomplishing more in a year than most people would in five. A woman with an insatiable curiosity for the world around her.

      A vision of her running down a beach and into the surf raced through my mind. I saw her putting the star on top of the Christmas tree and laughing hysterically at something Olivia’s current boyfriend had said. I recalled how when someone would make a comment, she’d come up with a song fragment to match—and then sing the song to torture us.

      Now, here she was, dried up and worn out. I hadn’t seen her for almost a year. I hadn’t witnessed the increments of her downward spiral. All I saw was the result: a crone, scrabbling at the bottom of a cave. And it terrified me.

      She must have picked up on my concern because she blinked and tried to smile.

      “C’mon, let’s not fight,” she said. “It’s Thanksgiving morning.”

      “Okay. But I’m worried about you.”

      “Don’t be. I’ll get through this. Like you said, it’s probably a terrible joke.”

      I didn’t say anything. I had said everything I could. Multiple times. I turned back to the suitcase.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Jess,” she said from the doorway. “Don’t let them drug me again. Promise?”

      “Promise.” I picked up a stack of panties. The floorboards creaked as my mother headed for the stairs. I squeezed the underwear in my fist and shoved it next to the sweater in the drawer.

      My thoughts churned. All I could see was that video, playing over and over again and those words scratched into the card. I had placated my mom with the joke explanation. But in my own head, unanswered questions swirled in a maelstrom that no amount of wine had been able to quell.

      And seeing my mother. Wow. I was more worried about her now than the day of my sister’s funeral, when she had stood all in black, stoic and silent, all vibrancy stripped from her by grief.

      Not until I had stowed my empty suitcase in the closet did I realize my mother had never once asked how I was. Her self-involvement stung, but I gave her the benefit of the doubt, as always. She had a lot on her mind. Besides, I prided myself on being her “easy” child. The one that never caused her any trouble. The good girl. Always striving for the gold star that never came.

      But someday it would. It would.
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      The next morning, I followed the fragrance of slow-roasting turkey to the kitchen downstairs, hoping to score a coffee before the pot got emptied. Rob had already showered and dressed and was chopping onions on the cutting board beside the sink.

      “Morning, princess,” he greeted without turning around. “Sleep okay?”

      “Yeah. Fine.”

      Score. They’d finally bought a large coffee maker, enough for more than just the two of them. I carried my steaming mug of black coffee to the breakfast bar behind him and pulled out a stool.

      He stopped chopping and pivoted to face me. Then he wiped the knife on a towel and carefully put it on the cutting board.

      “Listen, Jess, about yesterday⁠—”

      I held up a hand. “If it’s about drugging my mom, you don’t have to say anything. I completely understand.”

      “It’s not that.” He cocked his head toward the long hall leading to the master bedroom. He listened for a second. Then he sighed and planted both palms on the bar to lean closer to me.

      “You’ve seen your mother. Something has to be done.”

      “Okay…” I took a nervous sip. I could feel myself slipping backward, into the old days when Olivia’s behavior would make us say the exact same thing: something must be done. I braced myself for trouble. No way would I retreat into the secrets and drama of my sister’s life. No way.

      “What do you have in mind?” I asked.

      “Going to Amsterdam. Finding that artist. And making sure she is who she says she is.”

      “That seems pretty drastic,” I countered. “Do you intend to traipse after every woman who looks like Olivia? Play into stupid Carlo’s hands?”

      “You know your mother won’t back down from this. Not when that person looks so much like your sister.”

      I put down my mug. “Lots of people look like Olivia.”

      “This one’s a dead ringer.”

      “Great choice of words, Rob.” I gulped the strong coffee, fighting the sudden air turbulence that buffeted my carefully piloted path. Just when I had begun to live my own life, my own way, I had encountered the sheer wall of Olivia’s ghost. No time to pull up. No time to reroute. I could picture the crash: splinters of metal, the fireball, the smoke.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “We only saw her from the waist up.” I shrugged, playing devil’s advocate and praying for a doppelganger. “It’s just a coincidence.”
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