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Day Seven, The Cabin


I’m tied to the chair. It is not an ideal defensive position. My fingers keep going numb. That won’t do. I shift, trying to get the blood flowing. 


The cabin’s not exactly ramshackle, but it’s kind of musty and gross. There’s a dead mouse in the corner, and there’s no AC or open windows, so I’ve been sweating through my clothes since her mercenary put me in here. 


She wants me to sweat mentally the most. But inflicting physical distress is a tried-and-true torture method. Nothing’s beneath her. That much I believe.


My eyes skitter to the bandanna on the coffee table. Some of the embroidered bits are stained with blood. I breathe deep, reminding myself why I’m here. 


Because you’re impulsive. You didn’t even make a plan. You just snapped! 


But that doesn’t mean I can’t make a plan now. 


I move, trying to get more slack in the rope. I can feel the spindle on the chair rattle when I strain against it. I push harder and it gives more. It’s a rickety thing, the chair. 


I can get out of this. All I have to do is focus.


Deep breaths. Break it down into steps, like I’ve been taught. 


Step One: Get out of the chair. 


The door scrapes. I stiffen. Click, click, click. Heels, not boots. I noticed when she had the mercenary bring me in. She’s clearly willing to break an ankle out here. What a fool.


The agent settles across from me in the much more solid-looking armchair.


She really should’ve had her mercenary tie me to that one. 


Her cheek is still red where I slapped her. There’s a folder in her lap. Bringing paperwork eighty miles into the forest is absolutely a thing she’d do, so I’m not surprised. More like disgusted. 


“I’m glad to see you’re o—” 


She glances up and it seems to hit her then, because she didn’t follow the oh with a -kay as she takes me in. The days of dirt and sweat. The dried blood—some of it mine, some of it not. The I’m going to kill you expression.


Because I might if she doesn’t give me what I want. Why else do you think I let her catch me? 


Her is Agent Marjorie North, FBI. I could make a federal-but-incompetent joke here, but that’s kind of lazy, even given everything that’s happened. 


“I’ll try to make this quick,” North says finally. “Then we can get you out of here and seen to.”


“I’m not going anywhere.” 


The look she shoots me is all annoyed, I know better authority. “You need medical attention.”


Just a little more pressure. I can feel the chair spindle catch against the edge of the hole it’s set in. 


My eyes slide back to her bandanna. 


Step Two: Ask the question. 


“Where is she, Agent North?” 


North at least has the grace to not act puzzled over whom I’m talking about. 


“You’re here to answer my questions, not the other way around.”


“That’s not how this is going to go.”


She arches an eyebrow. Chilly as hell. “You’re not a minor anymore. You know what that means.” 


“Gonna cart me off to some FBI black-site? Or is it only the CIA who has those?” 


I press my hands against the chair again. I can feel the spindle catch against the edge and then: one more push and pop. 


I’m free! Kind of. My hands are still tied behind me, but I’m not bound to the chair anymore. 


Step Three: Get out of the ropes. 


I cross my legs, wincing like I’m in pain—which isn’t hard, because yes, I really am—and hide the shift of my blistered hands as I rub my wrists against the ropes. They’re not as tight as they should be now I’m free of the chair. A few twists … and yes. The slack’s enough. It’s enough. I’ll be able to wrench myself out of them when the time’s right.


It’s almost right. I need her to get a bit closer. 


“Hey,” she says, as I lean forward and groan. “Stop that.”


“I hurt myself. I can’t really stop anything,” I grit back. 


“You kids,” she mutters. 


“Weren’t you just reminding me I wasn’t a minor anymore?” I pop my right wrist free of the ropes. I need North to get up and step forward. That’s all. But it suddenly seems like an enormous task. 


Should I annoy her into getting up? Anger her? I don’t know. I’m not quick enough to know which button to push. 


“If any of you valued your lives, you would’ve come to us.”


“Because last time the FBI got involved, you were all so helpful,” I snipe at her. 


She can’t say anything to that, can she? But the anger flares in her eyes: I guess I’m gonna piss her off into coming at me. Then I can enact …


Step Four: Take Agent North down. 


“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she snarls. 


Oh, I’ve definitely found the right button to push. She’s practically yanked out her broken heart and handed it to me. 


“I know a lot more than you,” I say. “I’m the one that’s been around Lee.” I go in for the kill, like I’ve been taught. Home in on the hurt. Then yank the bottom out from under them. “But you don’t call her that, do you? You use one of the aliases.”


“I use her real name.” It’s a jumbled-together snarl, defensive, and there, there, I did it! She’s up on her feet. She’s coming toward me! I need to be ready. I cannot mess this up. 


I’ve never liked violence. But I’ve discovered I’m really good at it. I’ve discovered a lot of things lately. That’s what happens, when you push a girl too far. 


The last week has pushed me way too far.


So when she gets too close, I just go for her. No thought. No hesitation. Because that’s another thing I’ve learned. There’s a fearlessness to being feral. A smoothness to sinking into the wild and dirt and away from order. I think I like it too much. 


The element of surprise is in my favor—she scrambles backward, and then the boon of my life happens: she trips because of those ridiculous heels. She falls back, her hands full of those files, unable to brace herself as her head smacks onto the wood floor. She doesn’t recover fast enough, winded and reeling. I only have a second to decide but I make the choice fast. The rope’s in my hand, untangled. I kneel down, right on her stomach for extra pain and loop it around her neck and pull tight. 


Then all her energy’s focused on getting her fingers under the rope instead of reaching for her gun. Red crawls along her face as I yank, putting my whole weight into it. My arms tremble. My lower back throbs. When I let go of the rope, she’s gasping and I’m grabbing her gun and the knife at her ankle before she can stop me. 


North’s a pencil-pusher these days. Running an office instead of running after criminals. Not that she ever did much of that. Point is, she’s not a field agent anymore. She’s gone to seed.


North gags on the ground, her face bright red, eyes bloodshot. 


“Christ, you’re fast,” she sputters out. 


“She trained me,” I scoff. “You really don’t know Lee very well, do you?”


She tries to lunge, but ends up sputtering out blood instead. She must’ve bit her tongue when she went down. There’s that anger again, and the thrill that I pressed the right emotional button makes me dizzy. 


I tuck the gun into my back pocket and then tie her hands with the same rope I was bound in. I don’t do a sloppy knot like her mercenary did on me. I knot it like Wes taught me. 


“Why would you wear heels into the woods?” I ask her. “Even I know when to sacrifice fashion for terrain and circumstance.”


My knee presses against her diaphragm, pinning her as I pull the gun back out of my jeans. It looks a lot smoother than it feels. The first time Wes showed me how to shoot one of these things I threw up, and the second time I barely hit any of the targets, but she doesn’t need to know that. I got better after the third time. 


There must be something in my face that scares her. Or maybe it’s the fact that I’ve got her gun pointed straight at her heart. 


North chokes out something. It’s garbled underneath the pressure of my knee. I let up a little. 


My name. Almost a plea. 


Good. I’m glad North’s scared. She should be. 


“Where is my girlfriend?” I ask again. 


But North just gasps. 


Step Five: Get an answer to the question. 


“I’ll ask you one more time,” I say. I flip the safety on the gun. My knee presses harder into her diaphragm. Panic bubbles under my skin. Did I get it wrong? Did the worst happen?


“Iris—” 


I ignore the way she’s choking around my name. 


“Answer me,” I demand. “What have you done with Nora?”
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Six years ago


Cave Springs Motel, California 


“Are you ready?” 


I nod. 


I hear the slice of the scissors before I feel the give of my hair. Snip, snip, snip. Amelia—Lee, I remind myself. My sister’s name is Lee now—makes careful cuts, swaths of blond falling over my bare feet and the chipped bathroom tiles. 


The motel is dingy—frozen in the seventies, which is the last time this area saw any real tourists. Now it’s a husk, the kind of place people move away from, not to. The forests and mountains that surround us are so green, so full of pine, that the stray oak scattered here and there that’s fading yellow stands out like a beacon. 


I feel like an oak tree, when I need to be a pine. Blending in with the rest until you can’t see the individual, just the endless green. 


It takes less than twenty minutes for her to shear it from me, the hip-length hair our mother used to coo was my most beautiful feature as she arranged it into whatever style she had chosen for that particular girl. It’ll catch a mark’s eye, every time. 


A golden piece of jailbait. That’s what Raymond’s men used to call me when they didn’t think I was listening. 


But I had learned to always listen. That’s why I’m here and they’re all back in Florida, either caught or running from the FBI. 


I got free. Now we have to make sure they never find me. 


Ashley Keane is dead. 


The new girl is here to stay. If I do everything right. 


I close my eyes, taking a deep breath. Lee rustles around me, getting the hair dye ready.


“You’ll have to be diligent with it,” she tells me, as she pulls on the gloves. She begins to work the dye into my short hair. “Your eyebrows, too. So no roots show.”


“I understand.”


“We’ll do a dye day,” she suggests, a lightness to her voice that makes it sound almost fun instead of a necessity. “Watch movies. Do you like mud masks?”


“Do you like mud masks?”


She laughs, spreading more dye into my hair. “Okay, good point.” Her expression turns thoughtful, her hands stilling. “What do you like?” 


“What am I supposed to like?” 


It’s the wrong thing to say. I know it before it’s halfway out of my mouth. All the humor in her face is gone in a flash. 


Her hands fall away from my half-dyed hair, and she takes a deep breath before she can talk again.


“I’m not mad at you,” she tells me. “I’m—”


“Mad at Mom.”


She nods.


“I like to read,” I offer tentatively. 


“Yeah?” Lee grabs onto it like the lifeline it is. She and I, we are sisters, but what does that even mean when we’ve only learned about each other through a handful of guarded moments and matching habits and eyes and one too-risky plan that broke me free? 


“Mostly biographies.” 


“I read a lot of sci-fi.”


“Aliens and stuff?”


“Not just aliens,” she says. “I’ll lend you some of my favorites.” Her hands go back into my hair. “And you’ll give me the titles of some of yours?”


“Sure,” I say, trying not to let it show how strange it feels. To share something outside of a con. 


She finishes my hair, then paints dye over my eyebrows after spreading Vaseline around them so it won’t stain my skin. So it won’t be obvious. So it will look natural. 


Her movements are so practiced. She does this, what, every two weeks, at least? Maybe more. A ritual of disguise; a reminder … freedom is just another thing to lose. 


Mom used to tell me that. Trust is a weapon. Truth is a spear. Freedom … it’s just another thing to lose, baby.


Another con. You can’t lose something unless you have it in the first place. So I took it, like the thief I am. We’ll see if I lose it. 


Lee wraps plastic around my hair and leads me into the bedroom to wait. I sit on the scratchy polyester bedspread and stare at my hands, because I have lived a life of filling in silences with pretty talk and probing questions disguised as inane conversation, but I’m not supposed to do that with her. 


I’m supposed to be real with her. But I don’t know how to be that. Not yet. 


So I stare at my fingers and I wonder what they did with his. Were they able to reattach them? He’ll be so mad I hurt him. 


“He’s going to kill me.”


Her answer is as immediate as my fear. “Raymond won’t find you.” 


“What if he does?”


“Then we run.”


“And if the men he sends catch us?”


She won’t look at me. She won’t say it. 


So I ask it. 


“Did Mom kill any of the marks with you?”


Lee’s head whips toward me, her eyes wide, no mask, no hiding. Just a horrified spill of words. “Which one of them did she kill with you?”


Now I’m the silent one. Have I gone too far? 


“Is that what Washington was about? Is that why you called and hung up?”


I nod. And then I offer something that feels like a defense; maybe it is, a little. “He deserved it.” 


“He’s the one who—” She doesn’t say anymore. She doesn’t need to. Instead she stands up, pacing the space between the door and the bed, tight circles of anxiety, her fingers rubbing against her thumb. 


“I’ll kill her,” she breathes, like she hopes I can’t hear. I don’t need to hear it, I can feel it in the room with us. An urge I recognize because it’s my familiar friend: the idea of matricide. 


“You’re not a killer,” I say. That truth makes the back of my throat burn. I am much closer to it than she is and I’m still keeping secrets. Like the thumb drive I stole from Raymond and didn’t hand over to the FBI with the rest of the proof. 


“Oh, fuck, kid,” she tells me. “You’re not pulling any punches, are you?” She rubs at her face, swipes her entire hand over it like it’ll mask her. When she looks at me, her eyes burn with the kind of promises I don’t really understand, because they’re about loyalty and love and I don’t know much about either. 


“If anyone finds us, we run,” she says. “And if anyone catches us … if anyone tries to hurt or take you, I will kill them.” 


“I don’t want that for you.” The words don’t feel like enough. It’s such a big emotion to feel, that panic at the idea of her doing what I had to that night, helping Mom dig in the soft dirt, her anger heavy between us. 


Maybe I am poison. 


I know I’m dangerous. 


But do I always have to be deadly? 


Her phone buzzes. The alarm for my hair. She looks down at it like she doesn’t know what it’s for, then she shakes herself out of it. 


She rinses me out in the sink, warm water and her warmer hands through what’s left of my hair. She gives me a towel and my new clothes before she goes to finish packing. I wring most of the water out before pulling on the baggy black jeans I have to cuff so I won’t trip, and the blue T-shirt and the black-and-white flannel over it. I’m swimming in the clothes, and I kind of like the way it feels. I switch on the blow dryer, finish off drying my hair. It’s so much faster now that it’s short.


I keep my back to the mirror the whole time. But eventually there’s no excuse and not a damp strand left. So I turn to see her for the first time. 


I stare at my dark hair, chopped and blunt and swinging around my ears, the back of my neck bare, so much lighter now that the length isn’t weighing it down. I look like cracked porcelain, a broken doll someone’s taken scissors and marker to with my big eyes under my now-dark brows, and I marvel at it for a second, the difference. 


Who are you? 


“All packed. We should get going,” Lee says from the doorway. 


But I’m staring at the girl in the mirror. Lee’s been drilling me for days about an invented life to go along with the one she created in Clear Creek, but I need one final thing to make it real.


“You need to say it,” I tell her, and my eyes can’t meet hers, even in the mirror. The ache stretches between us, the knowledge of this ritual Mom created with both of us, the shame that I need it. 


I can’t become someone new without it. 


My sister comes up behind me, and her hands hover over my shoulders for a moment, like she’s afraid to touch, or maybe because she can’t bear to. “Have you chosen?” 


I nod. She’s let me choose the name and my clothes and my hair. Mom never did. And I know enough to know it shouldn’t mean so much.


But it does. 


I tell her, and her hands settle on my shoulders.


“Nora.” She smiles, her eyes meeting mine in the mirror. Her hands squeeze my shoulders. “Your name is Nora.”


“Nora,” I repeat, staring at the girl in the mirror, the cadence of it carrying me. “Nora O’Malley.” 


I close my eyes. My shoulders tilt, my hips shift, because Nora leans toward the right. She favors her stronger side, and she meets people’s eyes head-on, and she only smiles when something is actually funny. I breathe in and out, sinking into her.


When I open my eyes, there she is, staring back at me. 


Nora. 


She looks wary.


She looks worn.


But she feels free. 
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Day Seven, The Cabin


I’m still pressing Agent North into the ground with my knee, but I’m seconds away from losing the physical edge if I don’t get up soon. My lower back throbs with the effort because I’ve been bleeding on and off for days from the stress. I only have two of Nora’s emergency tampons left. 


I hate this so much. I planned this entire trip around my period like I always have to. I hate how much more work it is, to keep her on the ground. If my thigh starts shaking, she’ll know and I’ll be fucked. I need to get both of us upright.


“Iris, I don’t know where Nora is,” Agent North insists. 


“You’re lying. You have her bandanna.” I jerk my head toward the bloody purple bandanna on the coffee table. “She had that around her hand. I wrapped it myself. No way that fell off and you found it.”


“My colleague found it,” North insists. “Why would I lie at this point?” Her eyes bug at me. I don’t want to believe her. I really, really don’t. 


“She’s probably lost in the forest,” North says. “If you let me up, I can help—”


“Your files on us must really suck,” I say, partly to distract myself from where my mind wants to go. Did I get it wrong? “They grew up here. They know how to move in the woods.”


“’Course she’d find kids as crazy as her,” North mutters. 


“We are not crazy,” I snap right in her face, my mouth aching at the click. 


She laughs. I can feel the vibration of it against my knee. “You’re touchy,” she says. “You’ll need to smooth yourself more, if you want to con people. Everything’s on your face.”


“I’m not a con artist, and Nora’s retired.” 


“Oh, honey.” The condescension drips, and it sets my teeth on edge. “Come on now.”


“I actually know her,” I say. “You just think you do.”


“You sure it isn’t the other way around? Are you willing to bet your life on it?”


I push off her, keeping my hands steady on the gun, and the hope that flares in her face as I direct her up dies out as fast. North’s not a tall woman. We’re eye to eye now that she’s out of her heels. 


“Iris, are you really going to do this?” Her voice rises. Stalling tactic. She’s hoping one of her dirty mercenaries will come back in time. I am not above using her as a human shield. “I am a federal agent. This is kidnapping.”


“There’s been a lot of that lately,” I say grimly. 


“You have a future,” she prattles on, like that will move me. “You don’t want to die. This is not who you are.”


I ignore her as I march her across the one-room cabin and toward the back door. The one that leads into the thick of the woods, not through the clearing. 


But she’s not getting the hint, she keeps going. “You’re a straight-A student. You have a devoted mother. I’m sure your father misses you—” 


I huff. “North, your files on us really suck. Pick up those boots.” 


“What?”


“Grab those boots by the door and put them on. I don’t want you whining about your feet the whole time we’re in the woods.”


“Iris …” She tries to make it sound like a warning, but it’s a plea. 


I shake my head. “Do what I say.”


She takes her shoes off and shoves her feet into the boots. 


“Lace them up. We wouldn’t want you tripping.” After she does, I get the door open so she can walk through it, following close behind, down the steps, closer to the edge of the woods. 


The point of no return. 


“You’re not this girl, Iris,” she says, her eyes fixed on the tree line. She sounds sure of herself, like she really believes it. It prompts me to ask, curious, despite myself: 


“What kind of girl do you think I am?”


“You’re a good student, you seem to be a rule follower. You don’t even jaywalk.”


I frown, because that seems weirdly specific. Has she been watching us? I wait, gun at her back, wanting to hear more about this version of me. 


“You have goals and ambitions. Wasn’t that what this trip was all about? Your internship at the fire tower?” 


I can’t help the crazed smile that spreads across my face because, my God, I totally forgot about my internship. 


“Let’s go with whatever silly theory you’ve come up with, North. It’s what you do.” 


She chances a look at me over her shoulder. “If I’m wrong, why don’t you explain it to me?”


“Then I wouldn’t be smart. And I am.” 


“You’re not this girl,” she repeats. “You’ve already taken so much of the fall—”


It startles me into stopping, but the gun doesn’t drop. “What are you talking about?” 


She laughs. A harsh, knowing sound that makes my stomach clench because it’s so convincing for a second. But then she continues, and seals her fate. “She is dangerous. Natalie Deveraux is a killer.”


I let out a frustrated noise at the name. “Her name is Nora. Catch up, North.” 


“How about you catch up, Iris? I know. I’ve read all the internal files about the bank robbery. All your reports and statements.”


The bank? She wants to talk about the bank? “So what?”


“I know that it wasn’t you who put together that chemical bomb that took out the first robber. And it certainly wasn’t you who set the second one on fire in the barn. Your girlfriend convinced you to take the blame so there wouldn’t be attention on her.”


It’s a hot jolt inside me, how wrong she is. What is with this woman? Every time she’s presented with the truth, she rejects it for her own storyline. 


Unfortunately for North, I am the kind of girl who’d burn one bank robber’s face off with a bomb made out of cleaning products, and another’s with my petticoat and lighter. I didn’t need to cover for Nora, because I did all that myself. I came up with it on my own. I’ve always been good at chemistry.


Those guys put their hands on my girlfriend. Duane Collins—also known as Mortal Enemy Number 10 on my current list—tried to take her. I made sure he couldn’t do that anymore, like any rational girl armed with plenty of flammable underpinnings and the element of surprise. 


But Duane’s no longer a problem. He’s in jail, and the robbery’s long over. We survived that, but we might not survive this, and now I’m here. At the edge of the woods. 


At the edge of the cold, hard truth that Agent North does not want to hear.


But she really needs to start listening. 


“Agent North, will you do one thing for me?”


She nods eagerly.


“I want you to think about it. Think about her. The girl you’ve decided Nora is. If I’m not a mark or a distraction. If I actually am someone she loves … then I want you to ask yourself: what kind of girl would someone like that fall in love with?”


I wait, teetering on the cliff as it falls over her face. The struggle, the realization, then the horror. 


“You’re not—” she starts, but my smile stops her. 


“I am everything you’re thinking. Probably more. Because I’ve had a very stressful week and it’s pushed me quite a bit. So if you’re telling the truth? If your mercenaries don’t have Nora stashed somewhere? You’ll find out how much farther I’m willing to go than setting a couple of guys on fire.” 


“I don’t have her, Iris.” The panic in her voice cracks it.


There’s rustling in the brush and trees beyond us. I know the sound of Wes approaching now, after all these days of listening and hiding and waiting for his crow calls in the trees, heart in my hands, fear in my throat. Footsteps, followed by paws across the forest floor. Turbo’s with him. Good. Then I have everything I need. 


“I hope you’re lying,” I say. “Because if you don’t have Nora, you’re the best bait I’ve got to get her back.” 
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(in order of priority)


Day Six 


12. My father (dealt with) 


11. Wes’s dad (blackmailed by Nora) 


10. Duane Collins (set on fire; currently in prison) 


9. Abigail Deveraux (to be determined) 


8. North’s mercenary #1 (temporarily detained)


7. Henchman #2 (injured; whereabouts unknown)


6. Batman-voiced Henchman (injured; whereabouts unknown)


5. North’s mercenary #2 (check with Wes)


4. Henchman #3 (whereabouts unknown)


3. Caleb (whereabouts unknown)


2. Agent North (currently captured by me)


1. Raymond Keane (the only other person who could have Nora) 
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Two days before the trip 


It starts with that damn bird in the backyard.


Actually, no. I guess it starts with the dog, right? Turbo’s barking from the living room is what makes me look outside at the bird. 


I mean, if you want to get particular, it starts last year, during the bank robbery/hostage situation that added a special layer to the bedrock of PTSD all three of us already had.


You could get really particular and say it starts in Florida on a tennis court that day Raymond Keane approached me and my mom; or that night, a few years later, when I chopped dear old stepdad’s fingers off to break into his safe and guarantee my FBI-bartered freedom. 


Or, more particular: it really starts the day I was born to a con-artist mom who taught me everything she knew, made me a partner in her schemes as I grew up, only to dump it all to marry a criminal much worse than her and force me to turn snitch to escape before I hit my teens. 


My life’s never been dull. But it did seem on the nose when I looked out the window a few weeks after graduation and saw the giant black bird hanging on the fence, like a special grim reaper sent just for me. 


“Crow!”


I nearly drop my bowl of cereal. I didn’t even hear Wes come into the kitchen. 


“Iris! Crow!” 


“What?” She pokes her head into the room, looking where he’s pointing. “Yes! Let me get the crow call. Where did you put it?”


“I dunno.”


“I told you we should have fashioned a lanyard for it!” 


I continue to eat my cereal as they run around trying to find the crow call. When they finally find it, they dash outside and take turns squawking at the crow through it. 


Lee comes stumbling into the kitchen, her hair bed-head messy and purple smudges under her eyes. “Coffee?”


I nod toward the machine, my mouth full of Cocoa Puffs.


She pours herself a cup and downs it, then pours another before she frowns and looks out the window. “Crow?” she asks, after a second of watching Wes and Iris creep around the yard. 


“Crow,” I say.


“Did either of them tell you why they want to attract some sort of corvid army to the backyard?” 


“I think it started with feeding the robins and grew from there. And then when they did that stint at the bird rescue in Corning, Wes really liked working with them.” I shrug. “Here we are.”


“Nora.” Lee sighs.


“Hey! I am not a general in the corvid army. I’m innocent here.”


“You should see the list Wes has for me to take care of them while you three are gone on your trip,” Lee says. 


I wince. Wes has a whole system with the bird feeders. He probably detailed it all for Lee. 


“Sorry?” I turn to face her when I say it, but my apology fades off because she’s smiling out the window, watching the two of them squawk through the crow call at the bird, who’s watching back raptly. 


“It’s fine,” Lee says. “But I’m buying another bird bath while you all are gone so they stop trying to use the pool. The chlorine can’t be good for them. Plus, it’s so hot.”


“Oh God,” I say, realization dawning on me. “You love the birds, too!”


“The little brown-and-white ones have lots of personality,” Lee mutters into her coffee. 


“Softie.”


As if to prove my point, Turbo comes trotting into the room and homes in on Lee like she’s got radar. 


“Are you sure you three want to take Turbo with you?” Lee asks, petting the dog’s blocky head. She lolls back into her, her brown eyebrows wiggling.


Turbo’s only got one eye; the other was too infected when she was rescued. They had to remove it, but she’s all healed now. Iris says it makes her look roguish. I think it makes her look like a pirate, but every time I’ve said that Wes has told me I’m not allowed to put an eyepatch on his dog. Like I would try something that cheesy. Iris is the one making Turbo flower crowns and setting up photo shoots. All I did was make Turbo some bandannas out of one of my old flannels. 


“Wes wants to bring her. They’ve been doing long hikes for months now. And Turbo’s a good early warning for any big animals.”


“You’re bringing your bear spray?”


“Wes has cans for each of us.” 


“Mm.” She pours more coffee. At this rate, I’ll need to make another pot. 


To say she’s been less than thrilled about the idea of this trip would be an understatement. But she can’t do anything about it, which I know grates on her. It’s been a thing lately. The loss of all control. Especially considering the college thing.


Lee wanted me to go. And I hadn’t even applied. It wasn’t like I lied—I was upfront about not being interested. I told her what I wanted: to get my PI license and work with her. But that made her more upset.


I don’t know what she expected. I’ve wanted to be like her as long as I’ve known her. Was I supposed to stop wanting that and go to school? Sit in a classroom and listen to people talk about life when I’d lived half a dozen before I was a teenager? I’ve never liked school. I went because it was what a normal girl would do. And Nora was supposed to be normal. But Nora’s not a role anymore. She’s … me. And now Lee wants me to fill what might be my last years with more faking it. 


But if I say that, we’ll fight again. All we’ve been doing since Raymond won his appeal is fight. 


I understand why her instinct is to run. She ran to get away from Mom, and she ran right back to help me run. Running saved her and it saved me. Running has gone good for us, and Raymond’s out there, free, because they let him go on some legal technicality I don’t understand. 


It wasn’t a surprise when it happened. But what happened next was. Because what happened after he was released was … nothing.


No one’s come for me. No one’s come for the thumb drive I stole from his safe all those years ago; his blackmail file that never made it to the FBI. I threw down my leverage like a shield, but I knew he’d take it as the threat it was. I don’t just know Raymond Keane. I survived him. There’s a difference. I wasn’t supposed to do either, but I did worse: I outsmarted him.


Which is why I’ve been waiting to get offed pretty much every day for the last four months. I would call it stressful, but I’m doing that thing Margaret, my therapist, calls compartmentalizing because what else am I supposed to do?


I glance across the kitchen at Lee. She’s still watching Iris and Wes. My eyes trace the familiar terrain of her profile, but I have to focus on my cereal soon enough, because it hurts to look at her too long. For all the questions in my head to build up. 


For the guilt to twist. 


Raymond knows where we are. He knows what I look like. He knows who I care about. Duane Collins made sure of that. 


Which brings me to the choices. It’s the same choices as always. Washington. The Beach. The Bank. They say third time’s the charm. I’m assuming the fourth time is a curse or something.


But I’m right back in it. Run. Hide. Fight. Maybe the most useful thing they teach in school, which I know, is, well, fucked.


I keep telling myself, I have a choice between the three here—but is it one, when all the other times I’ve had to fight my way through so I could even think about running or hiding?


But we could run. Right now. Today. Tomorrow. There are plans in place since Lee brought me here to be Nora. We could find a new place to hide. New identities to wrap ourselves in. 


I could say it’s hard to reject the impulse to run. But I’d be lying. And I’m doing enough of that right now. 


Wes and Iris come clambering back inside, debating over lanyard-making materials, and I finish my cereal and pour them both bowls, setting them on the table. Turbo goes into what can only be described as spasms of delight when she sees Wes, even though it can’t be more than ten minutes since the two have been parted. Wes bends down and takes the dog’s entire head in his hands and rubs her cheeks as Turbo wiggles out all her joy—and dog fur—onto him. 


“Did the crow say hi?” I ask Iris. 


“We’re getting there,” Iris says, scooping the edges of her circle skirt with trompe l’oeil bows and ribbons around her before she sits, to prevent wrinkles. 


“Hey, thanks for helping Amanda with her flat tire yesterday,” Wes says, finally pulling away from Turbo. 


“Yeah, of course. Did you get the tent you wanted?” I ask.


He nods. 


“Great. I should be done packing tomorrow.” 


“I’ve gotta spend tomorrow night with my mom,” Iris reminds me. “She’s feeling all sad that I’ll be gone so long.”


“She and I can commiserate,” I say. 


Iris laughs. “You get more time than she does! And my stint in the fire tower is only two weeks.” 


“What do you think, Wes?” I ask. “You think we’re gonna be able to pull her away after two weeks?”


“Doubtful.”


She sticks her tongue out at us. “I can’t stay in the forest forever. I have to be in LA in September for my excision surgery. I certainly can’t miss that.” 


Every time she mentions the surgery, I get a twinge of panic, but it’s a really good thing. It’s the best step to lessening her endometriosis pain. But it’s nerve wracking when your girlfriend gets cut open, even if it is by fancy surgeons and their state-of-the-art surgical robots. Iris has a whole brochure just on the robot. 


“What are you up to today?” Lee asks.


“I’m spending time with Amanda,” Wes says.


“Iris and I are going swimming. At the lake.”


Iris frowns at me over her cereal bowl. “We are?”


I kick her lightly under the table. “We talked about it yesterday, remember?” 


She takes a bite of cereal. “Right! Sorry. I need to stop at home and get my suit. I forgot to grab it.”


“Of course.” I smile at Lee. “I can make dinner. We’ll be home by then.”


“Sounds good,” Lee says. “You want me to bring Turbo to work with me? I’ll be at the office.” 


“You’re gonna miss her,” Wes teases. “You can take her.”


“Come on, girl.” She lets out a sharp whistle, and Turbo comes skidding over to her, tail wagging. “See you three at five,” Lee says.


“Bye.”


Wes waves, his mouth full of cereal as Lee and Turbo leave, the front door shutting behind them.


“Do you think she suspected?” Wes asks in a low voice.


“Is she gone?” Iris looks over her shoulder. 


I hold my fingers to my lips.


We wait.


I get up and go to the window, watching as the truck’s tail lights disappear down the road.


“She’s gone. Let’s get to work.” 
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Two days before the trip


“Hurry!” Iris says, tying a neat knot and then repeating the motion in a blur of movement. 


“I’m going as fast as I can! Not all of us are as quick as you.”


She looks over her shoulder to make sure we’re alone in the living room before saying, a little hushed, “You were the one who was raised with pickpocket skills!”


“That did not give me balloon-tying skills!” I twist the rubber around my finger and knot it. I’m much slower than Iris, who has been going through the balloons like the birds outside go through suet nuggets. “We should’ve gotten those Mylar ones.”


“Here.” She pulls the balloon from my hands. “Go help Wes bring out the food. People are gonna be here any minute.”


“Get away, Wes!” I hear Amanda laugh before I go into the kitchen. She catches my eye. “He’s trying to add more pineapple juice to the punch,” she says, shooing him. “Are you done with the balloons?”


“Iris kicked me off balloons. I’m supposed to help with food now.”


“Well, watch the punch and I’ll go help her,” Amanda says. She rolls her eyes at Wes and his can of pineapple juice, popping her hip at him as she passes, and then I’m trying not to roll my eyes at the way he’s staring at her ass. Iris and I have the Amanda Edicts and we’re sticking to them, or else.


The else being Wes having to choose between his girlfriend and his forged-by-trauma bond with his two best friends … one of whom is his ex-girlfriend.


I told you, my life has never been simple.


“I’m all done here,” Wes says. “The food’s all ready.” 


There’s a truly impressive array of Lee’s favorite food. Well, food group, I guess: the charcuterie board. Also known as fancy Lunchables. Iris and Wes have put together a dozen different ones. Plus they got fresh bread and honey butter from the bakery and this special balsamic drizzle thing you kind of want to pour into your mouth once you taste it. 


“They look great,” I say, looking at the truly staggering array of cured meats. “Very nice salami roses.”


“Maybe I’ll go into catering,” he jokes.


“You should be going to college. Did you hear about the FAFSA appeal yet?” 


He shrugs in a too-practiced way that makes my stomach dip into oh shit territory. “I got the letter last week. They rejected it. So unless my dad signs the income report …”


“Okay, you’ve got to let me pay for college, then,” I say.


“How exactly are you going to pay for my entire college education?”


I don’t say anything.


“Your silence makes me wonder all sorts of things. Especially paired with the ‘anonymous donation’ the animal shelter got a few months ago.” He widens his eyes sarcastically at me. 


“I had nothing to do with that.” 


“Hm,” he says, and he leans closer, voice lowering. “If you’re gonna lie to me, you gotta get better at it.” He scrunches his nose up at me when I make a face. 


We bring the charcuterie boards out to the tables in the living room, where Iris and Amanda have finished the balloons. They’re bundles of blues and greens in the corners of the room, and the HAPPY BIRTHDAY banner across the window is homemade. Wes and I did it with Iris’s glitter glue. 


“Everything looks great,” Wes tells the girls.


“You and Nora did a good job on the banner,” Amanda says.


“We tried.” 


“Sorry I suck at the balloons,” I tell Iris, holding out a glass of punch as a reprieve. 


“It’s okay.” She takes the glass from me. “Amanda’s faster than me.”


“My sister went through a water-balloon phase last year,” Amanda says. “You had to stay alert and armed at all times, because she’d spring out of nowhere and lob one at you.” 


“That is so cute,” Iris says, her hands going to her neck, fiddling with her locket. 


“Is that the locket Nora used to ask you to prom? It’s so pretty.” Amanda leans forward and Iris beams, holding it out for her to see.


“Isn’t it?” Iris asks. 


“I love it!” Amanda slants an amused look at Wes. “You should take jewelry notes from Nora,” she tells him.


“Hey!” He pretends to be outraged for a second and then laughs.


“Nora, you have such a good eye,” Amanda says. “First that diamond pin at the flea market that everyone else thought was costume jewelry, and now this.”


“It was just something I saw at the antique store,” I mutter, my face turning pink as Iris leans forward and kisses my cheek and then giggles, trying to wipe off the lipstick she’s left. 


A knock saves me from any further discussion of why I have such a good eye for jewelry. 


“People are here!” Iris claps her hands together. “Do we have everything?”


“I think so,” Wes says. 


“Operation Not a Surprise Party is a go,” I say, and walk over to answer the door to the first wave of birthday party attendees. 


It’s maybe a mark of my sister and her ability to make friends anywhere that so many people show up. I could say it was the way we were raised—to understand and make others like us—but the second I was given the freedom to, I retreated from people except for the few I actually liked. Lee’s not that way. She built a community here. She’s part of one. I kind of lurk on the outside, part of it by the grace of Lee being in the middle of it. 


People arrive in a steady stream for the next forty minutes. Iris makes sure everyone has drinks, and Wes is using that born-to-a-politician shine that allows him to excel at every social situation ever, and Amanda was an actual student politician, so she’s even better at it. They’re like a rural JFK and Jackie—Wes taking the Jackie role—and it’s really fucking cute, especially because when he looks at her, his eyes go soft in that way that’s usually only reserved for animals. Plus, them doing all the heavy social lifting lets me fade into the background. I’ve got the first round of food laid out, so I’m waiting by the window, trying to spot Lee. 


“You okay?” Iris asks, coming over and handing me a glass of punch. 


“Yeah,” I say. “Keeping an eye out for Lee.” 


“Things are going good,” Wes says, as he and Amanda finish their circle of the room. 


“I think so. Lee needs to show up, though,” I say, craning my neck to look out the window, but there’s no sign of her. 


“Hey, so Amanda and I were talking,” Wes says.


“What about?” Iris asks.


“The backpacking trip.”


“Now, don’t feel like you have to say yes,” Amanda tells us. “Wes and I were talking about me tagging along. But only if you two are into it,” she adds hastily. “I know it was your graduation present, Nora. If you want it to be you three, I totally get it.”


“Oh my God, no way, you should come, it’ll be so fun,” Iris says. “Right, Nora?”


She turns to me, so Amanda and Wes can’t see her lips, and she mouths, The Edicts at me, just in case I need a reminder. 


“Absolutely,” I say, because Iris is right: we made rules, and also Wes is looking so hopeful at me, and I can’t really expect him to third-wheel it through life, can I? “God knows these two made enough freeze-dried meals to feed, like, ten extra people.” 


“You will be thanking us for our freeze-drying prowess on the trail,” Iris says primly. 


“My chili recipe turned out great,” Wes agrees. “You’re cool with it?” 


“The more the merrier,” I say. “Also, that means an extra person to help carry Turbo’s food.”


Amanda laughs. “I will happily be a pack-horse for the dog,” she says as I spot Lee’s truck coming down the driveway. 


“Oh! There’s Lee. Let everyone know. I’ll be right back.”


I wait for Lee at the end of the driveway, and when she pulls up and sees me, she smiles. She opens the truck door as I walk forward, Turbo jumping out first.


“Hey, baby.” I bend down so she can nuzzle my face. “Did you have a good day playing PI?” 


“What’s with all the cars?” Lee asks, coming over and pushing her sunglasses up on her head. 


I straighten, which Turbo protests by flopping on her side onto my feet. 


“Okay, so two things: this was Wes’s idea. And it’s not a surprise party. Because I’m telling you it’s happening. No one will scream Surprise! at you. I made sure of that.”


Lee looks over to the house and then back at me, arching an eyebrow.


“It was Wes’s idea,” I say again, which is kind of throwing him under the bus, but it’s also true. It was his idea. 


“He felt bad about everyone missing your birthday next week,” I continue. “You know how much this stuff means to him. And to Iris. Iris threw herself into party-planning heels first.” 


She purses her lips. “I don’t have to act surprised?”


“No acting surprised,” I promise.


She lets out a gusty sigh, and then a smile sneaks across her face. “Okay. C’mon, Turbo. Let’s go.”


We walk arm in arm into the thick of it, Turbo following close behind. No one shouts Surprise. When she fades into the crowd of people who’ve been helped by her, who love her, I let go of her.


It’s harder than I thought. 
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(Written by Nora & Iris, on the occasion of Wes & Amanda starting to date) 



1: Don’t interfere in Wes & Amanda’s relationship 
(no snooping, Nora!) 


2: Make sure to ask Amanda to do things with us 
(so she feels welcome)


3: Don’t make Amanda feel excluded
(no inside jokes, no focusing on old times, no being weird!) 


4: Don’t do anything to make Amanda suspicious


Because: 


5: Amanda can never know the truth. 
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Two days before the trip 


It’s late when the last straggler leaves the party. Wes and I clean up on our own, Iris and Amanda have already left. Lee tries to help, but we shoo her away.


“I’ve got the rest of these,” Wes tells me, after we load the dishwasher and there’s a sinkful of dishes waiting their turn. 


“We should’ve used paper plates,” I groan. 


“Not as environmentally friendly. Go to bed. I’ve got it.”


“Okay. Thanks.” I pat his back sleepily. “Thank you. She really liked it.”


“You think so?” 


“I know so. She’s gonna miss us.”


“Terribly,” he agrees, grabbing the dish-soap and sponge. “One more day.”


“One more day,” I agree, before I head to my room.


I don’t take a shower, because he’s using all the hot water for the dishes, so I change into my pajamas and settle on my bed, under the flannel duvet that I use all year round because I like how soft it is. 


I’m writing in my notebook when there’s a light knock on the door and Lee comes in. 


“Hey. So about tonight … Thank you,” Lee says. “It was very sweet.”


“That’s how you know it was all Wes.”


She rolls her eyes. “I know your handiwork, too, Nora.”


I draw my knees up under the blanket, my notebook flipping onto my stomach at the movement. “Yeah. I guess.”


“So thank you. It was a great birthday.”


“I’m glad.”


I trace the edge of my notebook. There’s a question lurking in my head. It’s been there ever since Wes suggested we throw Lee an early birthday party before we left. 


“Can I ask you something?”


She comes farther into my room, sitting down on the edge of my bed. “Of course.”


“When’s your real birthday?”


“January,” she says, after a beat. 


I nod, soaking in this information. Will we ever stop learning about each other? Maybe not. Maybe that’s what being a sister is. To watch each other grow and then slowly shrivel together with age and hopefully shared wisdom. 


“And do you know when my birthday is? My real one?”


It’s a struggle to look at me, I can tell, but she keeps at it. She doesn’t glance away, even though I may have leveled her.


After all these years, I hate that I can still surprise her. 


That Abby can still surprise her. 


“I wondered,” I continue. “It’s not a big deal … It’s just … I only got to celebrate the girls’ birthdays. She … she never told me the real one.”


There’s quiet rage in Lee’s face. 


I’ve shed so many things that were supposed to be secret and real. The names my mother gave me. The traits I was supposed to embody. The color of my hair. This little thing shouldn’t matter. 


But the day you entered into the world … there’s something about not knowing that. There’s something about knowing Abby knows. I hate thinking she has something of mine. 


“I’m not sure,” she says finally. “I think you were born in the spring? But I’d have to ask—”


“It’s okay,” I say quickly. “It’s nothing.”


“Right,” Lee says. But she doesn’t leave. “Are you all packed?”


“Wes made checklists,” I say, gesturing to the notebook in my lap. “I used them and everything.”


“I’m so proud.”


We smile at each other, and for a second it’s almost normal. And then: “When you get back, I’d like to have a talk.” 


I raise my eyebrow. “We can talk now.”


She sighs. That long-suffering sigh that she’s been doing all year. “Nora …”


“Lee.”


She looks up, her eyes meeting mine, searching. My heart hammers suddenly, goes from normal to rata-tat-tat in a second. 
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