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She kept her eyes trained on the sleeve, the narrow white sleeve, on which she had spent hours sewing the beads. The pattern of the beading was one she had used before in her pieces. When people saw it they usually said, oh, lightening! or, tree branches! 

But they never guessed the true inspiration: neurons. Branches of dendrites seen through an electron microscope, like spiky black coral suspended in glowing amber. (Sharon had seen a picture of them in a science magazine while sitting in the dentist waiting room. They never called her name, they had forgotten about her, but she was too shy to say anything. She’d sat staring stolidly at the magazine for about an hour until she quietly ripped the photo out and took it home, where she tacked it onto the inspiration board over her designing desk.)

The dress itself was high-necked, close fitting, made of ecru satin with an overlay of raw silk. The top half of the dress was very structured, but towards the bottom the silk was strategically hand ripped, elegantly ruined. The short train in the back was softly tattered, and the beaded neurons, rendered hugely on the skirt, began to disperse and vanish, as if the beads had come unstrung and were dropping off one by one.

Slowly, reluctantly, Sharon slid her eyes from the sleeve to the face: the bride-to-be was looking straight ahead, into the full-length mirrors. But for a glancing moment her eyes touched upon Sharon’s.

“Your work is so unique. I mean, this dress looks like it was dug up from a grave...but in a good way?” The girl’s voice was high and flat, and it echoed in the high-ceilinged front room of the design studio. She was a well-known influencer. A content creator, though Sharon still didn’t understand what that was. “What are the beads made of?”

And here, Sharon drew a mental blank. Her mind was spluttering, clutching for the word that she couldn’t remember...why did this keep happening to her lately? Was it common for people to lose their memories at sixty-five?  She could almost grasp the word, then it would slither away. Her face began to flush pink with embarrassment until the word, on its own bidding, at last fluttered into her brain: “Vertebrae! These beads were created from the vertebrae of deep-sea fish.  They have a particular sheen. I custom order them from Shanghai. Because I’ve found that compared to, say, mother-of-pearl...”

“Oh my god, I knew you would say something like that!” The girl who, at first seemed humorless and imposing, now clapped her hands delightedly like a child. “You and your sister are so...goth! Are you twins?”

“Are we...no...” 

“Oh. I guess maybe I just imagined it. Cause how goth would that be?”

But she did not wait for an answer. She wandered the showroom, pausing to finger a wispy, transparent dress in a pale blue hanging by itself on a brass hook on the wall.

“The silk. How do you make the silk look like that?”

“I weave the silk myself, from my own silkworms. Then I bury the silk. And exhume it.” Sharon always wore a stiff smile when talking to the clients. It was a strain, talking to these young people who seemed so opaque. Their words barbed in irony. She always had the terrible feeling that they were laughing at her.

She and her sister Viv had designed together for forty years, always in this same building with the name of their label, Esme, frosted onto the glass of the transom. Forty years! Just the two of them for so long. Rarely interacting with the “outside world.” Living a miniature life. But not necessarily an unhappy one, she thought.

Until the Women’s Wear Daily article broke them out: The two mysterious sisters living in genteel eccentricity create works of art; the Esme dress is an imaginative construct, delicate but complex, its textures and trimmings, expressing emotions that are unutterable.

Now that they were “famous,” it was like opening a sealed vacuum chamber, the rush of fresh air causing an explosion. And there seemed to be no going back.

“Oh. Well, no one else does work like yours. It’s art, really. Truly one of a kind. You and your sister are hot.  I just saw one of your dresses on that new singer. Liliana Vex? You know, that sadgirl singer. Everyone thinks she’s mood, all tragic poet aesthetic and all, but I think she’s a fake...They say that she’s striking but I saw her at the Chateau Marmont once and she had a face like a pig fetus. But anyway...”

She had arrived at the showroom accompanied by an assistant, a young woman with short brown hair and a small, fixed smile who now moved deftly into action, her movements precise and efficient as ballet.  When the arrangements were made, payment tendered, and the dress zipped into a garment bag, they left.  The showroom was quiet again. Sharon felt the spark of a headache begin behind her left eye.

Her sister Viv emerged from the back room, from which she had been covertly watching the whole scene.  “You know...when people say they want something ‘unique’ and ‘exquisite’? Usually, they don’t really mean it.” This she said in a strong declarative voice, then paused a beat, staring into Sharon’s eyes as though challenging her to argue.  Though her lips were always painted a stark red, her eyes were nakedly raw looking, transparently blue, piercing. Viv had always been, and always would be, the eldest by two years. 

Sharon was the first to look away, with a sigh:

“Sometimes I think I don’t want to do this anymore, Viv.”

“Do what?”

“Well, this. Client meetings, sales reps, always having to smile. I’m not even good at it. Sometimes I think I should go back to school.”

“And study what, pray tell...”

“I don’t know. Maybe...neurology? A life science. I want to know more about...life.” 

“Life?” Viv looked at her, really looked at her, and for just a moment her expression was blown open and vulnerable. Scared. Then she blinked three times, rapidly, and it was like a curtain came down again, and she said, “You and your ideas. Like when you ran away to Italy in college to work on an archeological dig! To blow dust off of caveman drawings! Remember that? Then you got infatuated with a local boy and thought you were in love. Good thing your family reeled you back in, or I don’t know what would have happened. At least now we can just laugh at it! Anyway, everything will be okay, you’re just tired.”

“No I’m not! What’s wrong with wanting to do something meaningful for once?” Since she was a girl, she felt she was always waiting for her real life to begin. Waiting for...something. Something that was taking years to come to her. Maybe, it never would.

“But Sharon, fashion DOES mean something! I don’t always enjoy this work either, but we built Esme together. Mommy and Daddy always dreamed this for us. If... you insult Esme, you really are insulting them.”

“That is a ridiculous thing to say!” But she felt a flutter of panic in her chest, as though her sister could see inside of her and read her true thoughts. That she hated Esme.

“Well. I can’t help but feel like they are watching us, all the time...” Viv’s voice trailed off fretfully as she cupped her own elbows in her hands, looking away. “I just want to hold everything together. If you ever left me, I don’t know what I’d.... Oh, just never mind. Let’s just go home.”

Home was up the stairs, the second and third floors of the building, where Sharon and Viv slept in side-by-side bedrooms separated by the thinnest of walls, where they could hear each other’s every stir, every snore. The thought of it, for some reason, gave Sharon the panicky feeling of being buried alive.

“Well actually, Viv, I have something I need to do.”

“Oh god not that.”

“It is mulberry season.”

“I don’t know why you have to raise silkworms! All that trouble to spin your own silk, and the weave is always too grainy. The heft...”

“I-I’m fascinated by the process.” Sharon had a weakness for antiquated arts, like writing calligraphy or making orange rind tea. Especially ones that were laborious and time consuming.

“Those worms are revolting. Like little maggots.” Viv’s lip lifted into a sneer “And they make nasty little sounds. Like clicking or munching, it makes my skin crawl...”

“Honestly, Viv..."

“They sound like this: schnick schnick schnik schnick schnick...” Viv now had her eyes wide open and was making little pinchy motions with her fingers. She was smiling now, coming closer, pinching at Sharon. Just as when they were girls, Viv loved to torment her, loved to get under her skin...

“Stop it stop it STOP IT! Leave me alone!”

With that, Sharon rushed out the door without her coat into the misty spring afternoon, and before she knew it she was running, tripping blindly over the cobblestoned sidewalk, her own thoughts a relentless, echoing roar, circling like a vortex, dragging her under. Losing my mind, losing my memories, where do all the words for things go when they disappear, dead, dead as though they never existed. What’s the use in anything, really. Everything disappears, everything dies...

She had made her way to the little gated park at the end of the street, and there she sat, a good ten minutes, before she finally got a hold of herself. Then she closed her eyes, counted to five, and looked up into the branches of the mulberry tree. And there were the baby leaves, glossy dark green and heart-shaped, startling in their newness. She let out a shuddery sigh as she picked a few off, breathing in their fresh, minty smell in her fingers, before she put them into the pocket of her cardigan.

Feeling calmer, she walked back to her building, up the stairs and through the door into the living room. Entering, Sharon felt that familiar feeling of heaviness. The place was stuffed full their parents' things, the dark carved furniture, stained glass lamps, the antique brass telescope, the marble chess set...everything had gone to them when their parents died at sea on their around-the-world voyage to celebrate their fortieth wedding anniversary.

They even kept the trunks of their mother’s shoes and clothing which had been washed up on a local beach days after the shipwreck. Their mother’s tattered, ruined capes and evening gowns hung in the closet, still smelling brackish, of brine and storm, after all these decades.

Viv was in the kitchen, pouring herself a bourbon. She was quiet and kept her back to Sharon as she opened the refrigerator and removed the large paper Valentine’s box of silkworm eggs.

“Those things take up all the space in there. I wanted to make a large dish of Strawberry Fool for dessert but I couldn’t because your damn worms were living in there.”

“Well I’m taking them out, aren’t I? It’s hatching time.”

“How do you know?”

“I just know.” 

Viv sipped her bourbon but still would not look at Sharon. She was staring down at a box of water crackers on the counter as though trying to make it ignite with her eyes, but she when she spoke it was archly, airily: “Goodness. I should report you to PETA. You’re just raising those creatures in order to kill them.”

“Viv...”

“PETA says those worms have brains and central nervous systems. And endorphins.”

“Good god, you were actually researching this?”

“No. No, not really. I mean, everybody knows that,” she said stammering defensively.

“Riiiight...”

“Well, Sharon, I can’t help but be mad. Do you think I don’t struggle sometimes? I don’t understand young people. Even just talking to these influencers makes me feel like I have a head injury! But my god, at least I’m responsible. At least I don’t talk about running away.”

“But nobody is making you do this, Viv.”

“Oh really? What about honor?  What about family? You...you can be so selfish sometimes. It’s ever since you got those goddamn worms. I should asphyxiate them while you sleep.”

Sharon felt her face darken with blood. She walked out of the room with the heart-shaped box held tight to her chest, and up the staircase.

“Don’t you walk away, I’m your sister! And I know you better than you know yourself!”

––––––––
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The fighting got to be such that Sharon moved the silkworm eggs up to a space she cleared in the attic, under the large porthole window. She normally avoided the attic. It smelled of dust and rot. Here were even more of their parents’ things, more trunks of clothes, boxes of photos and letters. Most problematic of all was a collection of taxidermied animals. Their grandfather had been a big game hunter. There was a pygmy antelope and a zebra, among others, shoved into one corner with hooved legs sticking up in the air. Sharon wanted to get rid of them, but Viv said, We can’t touch those things, they are chock full of asbestos! Leave them be!

She had resented being driven into the attic, but after pushing away the junk and making herself at home, she was coming to enjoy the peaceful solitude of it. She placed the eggs inside a large glass aquarium in the warmth of the sun. The eggs were plump and healthy, she could see a dark ring and a clear center in each egg, and it made her heart swell. It could be any time now, but when they hatched, it was usually at dawn.

––––––––
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Sharon and Viv didn’t speak for two days. But eventually, there was a thawing. 

“Guess what?” said Viv to her in the studio one day in a mock stage-whisper, “Trollop is coming down to the studio for a visit tomorrow.” 

“Trollop” was the nickname they had given to the famous actress who was a potential design client. Sharon and Viv had watched a few of her movies and decided that she looked like a horse they had owned when they were children, a gelding that they called Trollop who had perpetually startled blue eyes. So dotty that she had gotten spooked by a goose once and jumped into a lake with both of the girls on her back.

Sharon couldn’t help but giggle at this reference to their shared girlhood. “Oh, yes. The girl.”

“The girl. It’s all my fault I suppose,” Viv rolled her eyes. "I didn’t know she was famous! I don’t go to the movies! If I had fathomed this invasion of our privacy I probably would have just said no! If I had known it was for that huge awards show I would have...Well, the deal might fall through, maybe she will choose someone else. But anyway, there is something you should know about...”

“What?”

“This.”

Viv flung a newspaper onto the drafting table. It was folded to the “Style” section. There at the top were two photos of Sharon and Viv placed next to each other, with the headline, “Reclusive Sister Design Team Hits It Big.”  One photo showed Viv walking down the street looking cranky, wearing two pairs of reading glasses, one on her face and another on top of her head that she’d forgotten about. The other showed Sharon on a bench at the park, looking up at the mulberry tree, hair puffed in a messy, staticky cloud, with a look of sad yearning on her smudged face.

Viv picked it up and read aloud in a mocking falsetto voice. “The mysterious heiress sisters have been shortlisted by the actress Amanda Sinclair to possibly design the dress that may well be the most important one of her young career...”

“You were the one to say yes to all this, no one held a gun to your head...”

“Yes. Well. This would be a great leap, professionally. But irregardless, they have no right to photograph us! The gall of these people...”

But that afternoon the sisters sat down for the first time to brainstorm what was to become “the awards gown.”

“What are your impressions of this girl? Other than that she looks like the world’s stupidest horse when she emotes?” Sharon giggled again.

“Well. She is frail looking. Sylph-like. The sensitive type, as most actors are. Vulnerable. Living in the eye of the storm, she is...”

Viv began the line drawings as she spoke, evoking the girl in just a few stark lines of fluid ink. “She appeared in that big movie, the mythological one. Her nomination is for a role in which she plays the goddess Diana. And she does have that body, compact and lithe, you know? I can see her very naturally with a bow and arrow. Wispy. Fleet foot...”

Sharon began speaking dreamily. “I’m seeing brambles and heather. I’m smelling wet earth and animal fear. Imagine a diaphanous green, like the shell of a beetle. Short, sheath like, asymmetric.  Bound in leather cord...”

“I’m feeling plumage..”

“...feathers in a headpiece! And jewelry made from animal teeth. Lots of embellished detail...” When the sisters worked together like this, there was no boundary between them. The ideas flowed back and forth, freely, with no need for explanations. It was a wonderful sensation that felt to Sharon like a dive through a clear bracing stream. Or like flying at super speed through a tunnel. “All of the layers of symbols! The girl will be like a walking...a walking...um, uh...”

Here Sharon came to a halt. She could not remember the word that she needed. It was a bookish, heavy word, loaded with history and meaning.  Almost, she could feel it drop into her hand.  Almost, she could feel it forming on her lips. Oh, this wasn’t fair! She slapped her palms over her eyes in frustration.

Viv gently moved her hands away and held them firmly in her own warm ones. “Palimpsest,” she said quietly, “The word you are looking for is palimpsest.”

And it was.

––––––––
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The next day, Sharon came down to the showroom, where she was twenty minutes late for the meeting with the actress. She was surprised to find that there was nobody there.

But as she quietly listened, Sharon became aware of a gentle and hesitant conversation, first starting and stopping in spurts, then becoming a steady stream of murmuring and quiet laughter. It was coming from the work room.

Sharon entered to find Viv and a young woman sitting at a drafting table, amongst the sewing machines and sergers, the dress forms and the stacked-up rolls of fabric.

But they never took any clients there!

A young woman sat with her back to the door. She was smoking a cigarette, waving it around as she spoke. “Oh, yeah, they’re all just like, appropriation is wroooong. Nothing matters more than authen-TIC-ity! What they actually mean is: tell us who you are so we can decide what we think of you! It’s just bullshit. I hate being famous!”

Viv had her head cocked forward, eyes riveted, nodding. Her cheeks were rosy. She pretended to start, and then said in a bright, false voice, “Oh, look, my sister Sharon is here! Sharon! You must meet Amanda!”

Amanda turned to look at her. She did not look like a movie star at all. Her dark hair did not look as though it had been brushed. And she wore no makeup. Her eyes were pink rimmed and naked, and fixed on Sharon with a childlike directness. She looked young and old at the same time. Beautiful and not beautiful, at the same time...

Sharon looked away in confusion, before remembering to speak. “I-I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Ya good?” Amanda chuckled, but not meanly.

“It’s just, I thought you’d have staff and people here, I was a little surprised...”

“Oh, my agent set this up. I prefer to go places on my own. I just tone down my vibe and no one knows it’s me.” The girl dabbed at her nose with the sleeve of her hoodie. 

Viv waved a hand dismissively and said, “Sharon, don’t stand there staring like a half-wit. She doesn’t bite. We’ve been talking about such interesting things. Amanda reads! She reads Roethke. And she studies world religion, on her own. It’s so good to meet someone for once with actual interests!” She was speaking in a rush, giddily, completely unlike herself. “And Amanda, speaking of people with interests: my sister Sharon has a very fascinating hobby. Tell Amanda about your silkworms, dear! She raises them herself, you know.”

“Really?” Amanda looked at her with frank and open curiosity.

“Well, I just find it interesting. It’s a very precise breeding cycle.” She knew she sounded stiff and ridiculous, but something about the girl’s ease and quiet confidence made her even more self-conscious.

“How do you care for them?”

Before she could open her mouth, Viv blurted out, “She totes them around in a sad, soggy old Valentine’s box and they are revolting. But she is just in love with those worms. And she thinks fashion is frivolous.”

Sharon cut her eyes at her. 

“Anyway, ahem, back to business. I just showed Amanda the sketches.”

“I thought it was the shit!” the girl said cheerily, butting her cigarette into the lid from a jar of artichoke hearts Viv must have given her. “I don’t usually think about clothes that much. I like to walk. I like to move. I like to not even feel the clothes on me, if you know what I mean. So this should be interesting.”

Viv was looking at her with rapt attention, nodding slowly, as though the girl was an exotic animal, beautiful but possibly dangerous.

“But something like that might throw them off, you know? I like to confuse people sometimes. I don’t want them to know me. I need that...barrier. If I’m not known, then I’m not data. Protection from information,” For a moment she was quiet and pensive, sitting in repose.  Then she snapped back to the present, shrugged, and said, “It’s a deal. You’ll make me and I’ll make you. I mean, fashion, it’s got its place. Kind of like ritual. Or religion.” She took a little glass vial of white powder from the kangaroo pocket of her hoodie, scooped up a tiny bit onto a spoon in the lid and snorted it up one nostril. “Ritual and religion. Pageantry. When in the end, what else is there? Nothing. Nothing lasts.”

“How very inciteful, dear,” Viv said in a hushed and reverent voice. “I had never thought of it that way before. It’s been so long since I’ve had intelligent conversation. I swear you are making me feel alive again!”

The rest of the afternoon was a frenzy of meetings There was the fall line to prepare, piecework to do. There were orders to take. There were meetings and contracts. Sharon sat in the midst of it all, smiling at the well-wishes and congratulations, but inside she felt anaesthetized. The words echoed hollowly. She just couldn’t feel anything.

Her mind kept snagging on the girl, Amanda. The unexpected shock of the girl had given her a kind of vertigo. Why had Viv let her into the workroom? Why was Viv under some sort of spell?

She slowly had a terrible realization: she only knew who she was in her sister’s presence. If she didn’t have Viv, her very self-dissolved away like a tissue in water. She was as blank as a dressmaker’s dummy.

Sharon all at once felt a choking sensation, as though a pebble was caught in her throat, and she stood up and ran out of a meeting with their new publicist. Ran home. Ran up the flight of stairs to the attic...

...And what she saw stopped her breath: the glass aquarium was glowing with hot white light from the round porthole window. And tiny, dark, thread-like baby caterpillars were emerging the eggs. Oh, my, she gasped, startled by the beauty of them, so strange and delicate. A marvel, a wonder! Such a frisson of joy she felt, picking each one up with the tip of a watercolor brush, to set it onto a fresh green mulberry leaf. She could feel the firing of neurons in her brain. Nothing else mattered, she was intoxicated. It felt like love. Love that may not always be a choice.

––––––––
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The atmosphere in the apartment had changed. The sisters’ tenuous truce and sense of goodwill had dissipated, and they moved around each other with stiff formality, each watching the other surreptitiously, as though peeking through venetian blinds. Each jarred by the sense that though they had known each other all their lives, there was much that was unknown.

Meanwhile, Amanda was like a princess in exile, ushered in by her fairy godmothers so that they would hide her away in the studio. Viv and the girl sat and drank tea and smoked (Viv had taken up smoking again for the first time in fifteen years.) Sometimes the two women went to a movie or a museum together, but mostly they stayed in to talk and talk and talk.  Sometimes about books or world events. But more often the talks turned dreamy and metaphysical:

“Time is an illusion.”

“Darling, you’re young. Time is inexorable. The march forward. Welcome to the machine.”

“Time is a sickness of the mind. Animals don’t know time. It’s not real, Viv.”

“It is the only reality. It will never be stopped or killed. You will see.”

Sharon pretended not to hear them and worked on the awards dress, sewing the crystal and bone, parsing the feathers, getting calluses on her fingers.  But what she longed for, always, was to be in the attic with the silkworms. They were growing at an astonishing rate, at a stage now that the Japanese called kego: hairy babies. Just the thought of them made her go dreamy and mute. Nothing was as sweet and exact as anticipation.

One afternoon, she went up to the attic to steal a peek at her darlings, and was shocked to see her sister standing over the aquarium, looking down inside, holding a large can of Raid with her finger poised on the nozzle button.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!”

Viv’s red lipstick was smeared on one side, giving her face an askew look like a clown in a horror movie, and she was wearing a frumpy brown corduroy shirt over her day outfit. She always wore the ugly shirt when she was anxious. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

“TRYING TO KILL MY WORMS?”

“It’s for your own good! I’m saving you!”

“Give me that right now you bitch!” There was a moment of tussle as Sharon wrenched the can away.

“Ow, that’s my trick elbow!”

“Why, Viv, WHY? Aren’t you happy enough right now? With your little movie star friend and your goddamn pretentious gab sessions? Why are you trying to take what I have?”

“Sharon, it’s not that! Those things frighten me!” Viv cast her eyes on the tank, reproachfully. “I can hear them moving. I can hear them through the floorboards. I hear them in my dreams. And it gives me such a bad feeling, and you know I’ve always been a little bit psychic. Don’t ask me to explain it, but they make me feel something terrible will happen. And look, you got even more of them! It's twice as many as before!” 

It was true, there seemed to be many more than usual, as though they were multiplying. And they were growing rapidly in size, and they writhed with worm-like movements...

...Activating neurons in Sharon’s head. Uncomfortably suggesting death and decay...

...my god, what if Viv and I die together, interred in the attic like a couple of asbestos stuffed gazelles.

Sharon shoved the thought away. Then took her sister’s arm and steered her towards the door.

“It is my life, Viv. Only I decide how I live it.”

––––––––
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She checked her receipts and old emails; she had ordered the eggs from an unfamiliar vendor. But now she couldn’t remember what the name of the company was. Her decisions were often scattershot and impulsive, and her record keeping was sloppy at best. She could find nothing.

But she distinctly remembered that the eggs had arrived in a box wrapped in matte black paper, tied up with red twine. And tied to the box was a hanging tag that was stamped with the image of an Art Nouveau moth, and above it in flowery script was the word, TRANSFORMARE. She had thought the packaging a bit quirky, and then put it out of her mind and forgot about it.

But now she wondered...had they sent what she had ordered, or sent something different altogether?

Because they were growing into very strange looking caterpillars. There were projections, spikes really, sticking out of fire-colored tubercles on each segment. And on their heads they seemed to have actual horns.

Viv hated the creatures so much that she acquired a pet raven from the back room of a sleezy exotic pet store. Mortimer, she called it. The bird had shrewd, alert eyes, and was allowed to fly free through the rooms. One day Sharon found him in the attic, trying to pick up a caterpillar in its large, curved beak. She chased him with a broom and threw open a window and shooed him out.

That’s when she decided to buy an air mattress and move into the attic herself, full time, and the sisters stopped speaking altogether.

There was so much more time now, endless empty days. She could hear the commotion, see the cars coming and going, Amanda schlumping from a chauffeured car for her fittings and long cozy visits with Viv, most likely talking together about her. Mortimer, who had flown back again, hopped around and parroted, “Sharon’s gone mad! Sharon’s gone mad!” in his strange, piping bird voice. 

Alone, the days felt slow and dreamy, and Sharon had taken to picking up the caterpillars, letting them crawl up her arms and over her shoulders. Sometimes she even got bitten by one; they did have tiny mouths and teeth. The bites stung, just a little, but the jolt was comforting. It stopped the internal voice that kept repeating itself in her head: I’ve wasted my life. I should have broken free years ago, but I was a coward.

Memories came to her unbidden, playing in her head like images on a flickering movie screen...

She had escaped her family, once, at the age of nineteen when she had taken a summer abroad alone. The only time she had lived on her own. She had gone to Valcamonica in northern Italy for an archaeological project, studying prehistoric rock art. She had stayed in a hostel, kept to herself, and was joyfully absorbed in her work studying the carvings in the beautiful grey-purple sandstone. Documenting, tracing the mysterious figures of man, woman, animal, and gods. But then she had met a boy on the site. His name was Nico and he sold sandwiches and cigarettes to the workers. He spoke perfect English. He had long dark eyelashes. His interest in Sharon titillated her, but also made her feel frozen with fear and doubt. With much cajoling, he convinced her to go with him one night to a secret dance party in the ruins of a castle.

Something about the decaying fortress walls and crumbling tower made the past feel entwined with the present; something about being in this new strange place made her know she could be whoever she wanted to be in that moment. She had nothing to hold her back. So she had kissed the boy, gone to a hidden, fenced off area in the grass, and he touched her all over her body, and they stayed up all night, talking of everything. The meaning of life, death, whether there really was a God or eternity...She had never talked so much, and so earnestly, to anyone in her life. It was colder than they thought it would be, and they slept in each other’s arms. She didn’t know his last name, and never saw him again, because the next day her parents called her to come home: Viv was in the hospital with appendicitis. And it went unsaid that if Sharon was a good daughter and sister, she would take the first flight home to sit by her bedside...
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