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Praise for I’ll Be You


‘Absolutely delicious … Janelle Brown is a surgeon of the complex relationships between women. I gobbled this up’


Emma Straub, New York Times bestselling author of All Adults Here


‘Janelle Brown is a terrific storyteller and stylist, and I’ll Be You is one of those books you’ll devour. It has a hot mess of a narrator – actually two hot messes, twins, both of whom you will root for even as you are screaming at them to get a grip. Also? The novel has more twists and turns than the canyon roads that snake up and around Los Angeles’


Chris Bohjalian, New York Times bestselling author of The Flight Attendant


‘In Janelle Brown’s latest twisty, propulsive mystery, estranged twin sisters must confront shocking pieces of their past when one of them goes missing. From the first sentence, these women will have you in their grips. You won’t be able to put this novel down, and you won’t want to’


Laura Dave, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Thing He Told Me


‘Janelle Brown has done it again, creating a deliciously twisty page-turner you won’t be able to put down. But I’ll Be You is much more than a riveting thriller; it’s a powerful and moving portrait of the fiercely tenacious bonds of familial love. With her trademark beautiful writing, depth of emotion, and sharp insights, Brown explores the dangers that lurk behind the seductive worlds of Hollywood child stardom and self-help culture. I loved this novel’


Angie Kim, Edgar Award-winning author of Miracle Creek






For Jodi
This one’s for you, sis.
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“YOU BE ME, AND I’ll be you,” I whispered.


She looked back at me, wide eyes blinking under dense mascara. “We can do that?”


The three dark flecks swimming in the blue of her iris, the freckle beside her right ear, the tilt of her top incisor: These I knew as “not mine” from the hours that we’d spent comparing, but who else would notice? Who else had ever studied her as closely as I had? Who had ever seen me the way that she did?


“Of course we can,” I said. “Don’t you want to?”


There, in our trailer—amid the drifts of training bras and forgotten scripts and the tarot cards that our mother studied during the long days on set—we turned as one to gaze into our shared mirror. Elli hesitated, examining herself in that foggy way of hers. “I don’t know.”


Then her eyes slid into mine, and I felt her take me—the strong one, the sharp one, the wild one—into herself with a hot, quick gasp, as if suddenly coming alert. I could smell the mint of her gum; I could taste it in my mouth, the taste of fresh possibility.


“Yes,” she finally breathed. “Yes, I do.”


I didn’t feel a bit guilty about how much she trusted me—not then, at least. We were only thirteen, and it was already the beginning of the end.
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ON A THURSDAY NIGHT in July, 378 days into my latest bout of sobriety, my father called to tell me that my twin sister had gone AWOL. My sister and I hadn’t spoken in 379 days, so this came as news to me.


“She told us that she was going to a spa of some kind,” my father explained. “But she’s been gone a week already, and she’s not answering her phone. It all seems very strange.”


I found this unlikely. My sister had never done anything strange in her life. Elli—married to a real estate lawyer, owner of a two-story Spanish Revival just blocks away from the Santa Barbara beach where we played as children, a woman who coordinated her purse with her heels—was the very definition of conventionality. Last time I was at her house I opened a drawer in the kitchen and found a banana slicer.


As for me: I was living in a near-empty studio apartment in Hollywood, so close to the boulevard that I woke up most nights to the sounds of people vomiting in the bushes underneath my window. I was thirty-two years old and slept on a futon, still crawling my way back from losing most everything I owned or loved in the years before. Fortunately, I still had my looks, some interesting tattoos, and a generous AA sponsor; and with these I’d found employment at a trendy café popular on social media for its latte art.


From semi-famous child actress to milk-foam Instagram model. That had been my life trajectory in a nutshell, a downward parabola precipitously accelerated by the excessive use of intoxicants.


When my father called, I was watching cooking show reruns and eating day-old green curry straight out of the takeout container. It was nine o’clock and eighty degrees out, the air in my apartment still flaccid from the day’s heat. I stood by the air-conditioning unit and ducked my head to let the whisper of coolant dry the sweat on the back of my neck.


“Let’s be real, Dad. This is Elli. She probably just got a bad facial peel and is hiding out until her skin heals. Nothing strange about it.”


“That’s what your mom said, too, but I can’t help worrying.” I heard a familiar note of concern and disdain in my father’s voice, a tone that was usually reserved for me. I’ll confess, I derived some perverse delight in drawing that out of my father: that I—I—might be the functional twin for once.


“What about Chuck? What does he think about all this?”


“Ah, well. He moved out a while back. They’re getting divorced.”


“Divorced?” I stood up abruptly, slamming my head against the edge of the air conditioner. Something squeezed tight in my chest, compressing my lungs.


“You still haven’t spoken, then, I take it.” Something had shifted in his voice, the pendulum of judgment swinging back toward me.


“No,” I said, squirming. “Not in a while.” Why was my father calling me anyway? My mother was usually the one who rang me up when something was amiss. Typically, I got a tentative quarterly voicemail, left at a time when I was most likely to be at work, though I noticed that she followed the café on Instagram and “liked” every photo of me.


A moment of hesitation. “And you—you’re still … OK?”


“You mean, am I still sober? Yes. More than a year now.” The silence on the other end of the phone was stiff with disbelief. “Look, do you want me to text you a photo of my latest recovery medallion to prove it?”


“No, no, I trust you. We’re proud of you, honey.”


Was he? I didn’t quite believe it, and I couldn’t blame him for that, either, given the number of times that I had betrayed their pride in the past. We lapsed into silence, the bitter failures of the last two decades—parenting and childing, alike—leaking into the crack in our conversation.


It dawned on me then that there was a reason for my father’s phone call. “Wait, are you asking for my help with something?”


My father coughed lightly. “I don’t want to inconvenience you,” he said.


I had to stifle my laugh. I looked around the minuscule apartment that I called a home, barren of personal effects. My possessions these days consisted primarily of emotional baggage. My social life consisted of AA meetings, with an occasional foray into NA meetings. I had been treading water for so long that I relished the idea of having something—anything—to swim toward. It didn’t occur to me to legitimately worry about my sister; not yet.


“Not at all,” I offered graciously. “So what do you want me to do about Elli?”


“It’s not Elli, actually. What we need—what your mom needs, really—is for you to come help out with Charlotte. Your mother’s struggling a bit, physically I mean, and she’s been doing her best but Charlotte’s just starting to be too much for her to handle.”


This gave me pause. When you’ve spent the better part of a decade in various states of inebriation, it’s easy to forget names and faces. I ran this name through my spotty mental Rolodex, and came up empty-handed. “I give up,” I said. “Who’s Charlotte?”


My father sighed, his patience with me finally at its end. “She’s your niece,” he said.
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THE NEXT MORNING I asked my boss at the café for a week off. “I need to go home and help my parents take care of my niece,” I told Tamar, all trembly lips and damp eyes. The tears were probably unnecessary—Tamar was also my AA sponsor, and had spent much of the last year listening to me rehash my family estrangement—but I wasn’t about to leave anything to chance. It’s a neat trick, to cry on cue. Not all actors can do it.


I still missed being on set.


Tamar flicked a clot of coffee grounds from the front of her apron and gave me a hard look. “Is that such a good idea? That’s going to be triggering and you know it,” she said. Tamar was ten years older than me and composed entirely of sharp angles and visible tendons. Her eyes constantly darted around the room as she noted dirty tables, monitored the length of the line, judged the crema on a macchiato. She’d been a cokehead, a decade back, and old habits die hard. Or maybe we just choose the drugs that amplify the instincts we already have, that let us be our unedited selves: paranoid, slothful, amped-up, wild. Our ids cranked up to one hundred.


Tamar turned her focus to me, noting something in my eyes that made her squint suspiciously. “Maybe someone should go with you. I don’t think you’re ready.”


“You offering?”


“Point taken.” She gave me the time off and told me to go find a meeting when I got to Santa Barbara.


My parents lived ninety minutes away up the coast, in a tile-roofed Mediterranean in the hills, not far from Rattlesnake Canyon. It was not the house that I’d been born in—that had been a far more modest two-bedroom bungalow in a neighborhood where you didn’t find hiking trails outside your back door. This particular home had materialized in high school, not long after my sister and I were cast as the stars of a middling Nickelodeon TV series. My mother had done quite well for herself, for a while, as manager of her daughters’ acting careers; better than I had done, it had to be said. Then again, any money she might have made off my career was probably better spent by her than by me, because she at least had a house to show for her percentage, while all I had for mine was an empty rental apartment and the scars on my psyche.


My mother was already standing in the garden when I pulled into the driveway. She wore a caftan printed with palm trees that billowed around her stout legs. A straw visor shaded her eyes, bright red curls neatly puffed into place. She waved both arms at me with an eagerness that bordered on aggressiveness. I hadn’t seen her since Christmas, which had mostly been fine, except for all the weeping.


“Darling!” She waited for me to approach and then threw her arms around me.


“Hi, Mom,” I said, and let her hug me for longer than felt necessary, considering. I guess she was relieved that at least one of her daughters wasn’t currently running rogue. She sniffled a little into my shoulder. She had grown smaller, I noticed, more askew. And when she turned to walk with me up the garden path I realized that she was limping a little.


“Osteoarthritis,” she said, noticing me noticing. “Just like your grandmother. You’ll have it, too, someday, I’m sure. It’s how all the women in our family go.”


I’d spent so many years skating right to the edge of death and then leaping back that it was strange to imagine my demise as a slow natural decline. Our parents’ bodies mirror our eventual mortality, unless we divert the paths ourselves. God knows I’d tried.


“Does it hurt?” I asked.


She lifted her chin, a plucky little display of bravery. “Of course. But I take CBD oil, and that helps. And Belva at Om Chakra gave me some aventurine and blue chalcedony, which are supposed to be good for pain and inflammation, so I carry those in my pockets all the time now.”


What I thought was What would really help you is some oxycodone, but of course I knew better than to say this out loud since it was only three years back that she caught me crushing up oxy pills and snorting them in the guest bath. The ensuing fight ruined her sixtieth birthday party completely. So, yeah, too soon to make jokes.


“Where’s the baby?” I asked.


“She’s napping,” my mother said. “And she’s not a baby, she’s a toddler. Two years old.”


I did the math—I hadn’t seen my sister in a while, but surely it hadn’t been that long. “Wait, how can Elli possibly have a two-year-old?”


“She’s adopted.” She bit her lip. “Maybe you know, Elli and Chuck had been trying for so long, and …” Her voice trailed off a bit. “Anyway, it’s been a big year. You heard that Chuck left? Just bailed out five months ago, only weeks before the adoption came through. Quite a surprise. Both Charlotte’s arrival and Chuck’s departure.” She practically spat out his name. Gone was the dulcet awe of Chuck who can do no wrong or Chuck the successful son-in-law, why don’t you find yourself someone like him, Sam, hmmmm? “Anyway, Charlotte has been a real consolation, a welcome distraction for all of us throughout that whole mess. She’s a blessing, really.”


She turned to me and smiled, hands clutched tight to her chest, having already shaken off the bad news and moved on to the good. That was my mother: conflict averse. When Elli and I were children and used to fight, my mother would just close the door to our bedroom as if shutting the door might mean our fight wasn’t happening at all. If one of us went to her to tattle, she would stick her fingers in her ears and say, I can’t hear you. She lived in terror that the tiniest crack in her world might let a river of woe come pouring through. This approach hadn’t done much good when it came to me.


I thought about the baby—toddler. I wasn’t sure what a two-year-old even looked like. “Two years old. So—she can walk and talk?”


My mother opened the front door and a blast of cool air hit me in the face. “For God’s sake, Samantha. Yes, she can walk. That child is constantly in motion, and with my hips the way they are, you understand why I just can’t keep up. She needs someone quick and young to keep an eye on her. To take her places—to the park, or the beach—and wear her out so she actually sleeps.”


“Sounds easy enough.”


“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” I couldn’t tell whether this was a hypothetical, or a jab at me. But she was smiling, at least. We stood in the foyer of the quiet house, the sounds from outside sucked up by the beige carpet and slip-covered couches. I could see a purple crayon streak on the hallway wall, only partially rubbed away. There was an animal cracker under the console. It looked like the house hadn’t been vacuumed in at least a week. My mother was clearly losing it.


She looked at me, tiny muscles tightening around her lips. “Elli … Well, I’m not going to text her to let her know that you’re here. She might not—” She hesitated. “Your sister never explained what happened. Why you haven’t spoken in so long. I wasn’t sure …” Her voice trailed off again and I knew what she was thinking, that Elli might not want me taking care of her child. I felt a rush of blood to my cheeks; considering last year’s debacle, it was possible my mother wasn’t so wrong.


“It was all just a misunderstanding,” I said. “We’re going to work it out eventually.”


“I’m sure you will.” She reached out, took my hand, and squeezed it, a nervous smile on her face. “You’ll let me know if you don’t think you’re up for this after all, right?”


“I’m doing great, Mom. It’s all behind me. Promise.” I smiled a radiantly toothy smile that I’d perfected with my acting coach at fifteen, a smile that exuded trust me. I’m going to take the best fucking care of this child, I thought. They are going to be blown away by what a good aunt I am, how much I’ve changed. It’s going to be all ice cream and candyfloss around here. I pushed past the inconvenient fact that I had never spent any time with children, never paid close attention to them at all. I made a point not to coo at the babies who came into the café strapped to their fathers’ chests in BabyBjörns and getting latte foam dripped on their downy heads. A baby, a family—it was so far from the world that I’d built for myself (correction: the hole I’d dug for myself) that it was easier to just fling that notion even further away and to think of reproduction as a monetizable bodily function, rather than an emotional imperative. I’d seen what that desperate need had done to my sister. It wasn’t pretty.


Better to want nothing at all, and then you’ll never be disappointed.


So here’s the sum total of what I knew about kids: They spilled cocoa on the café floor and left pee on the bathroom seats and fingerprints on the pastry display case. They were cute but destructive and seemed to demand a lot of attention. But I didn’t not like them. So surely I could handle one single kid.


As I was imagining this, my mother looked back through the front door and eyed my Mini Cooper with trepidation. “Can you fit a car seat in that thing? What’s the safety rating? Charlotte’s still rear-facing, you know.”


“I don’t even know what that means.”


“It means the car seat faces the rear, darling.” My mother turned to study me, trying to figure out if I was really this dim. I offered her a reassuring smile: Just kidding.


“It’s not like I have another car sitting around. Can I just borrow yours?” My mother drove a silver SUV, all five-foot-one of her hoisted up as high as the front seat would go. I figured she felt safe up there in her tank, looking down at all the people for once.


My mother sighed again. “I guess yours will be fine. It won’t be long until your sister gets back anyway.”


My flip-flops sank into the carpet as I stepped down into the living room, assailed by a sudden wash of memories of this house. Elli lying on the living room rug, a square of sun on her face, as I lacquered her toes with glitter polish. Myself, coming to on the guest bathroom floor, pills spilling from my purse. I felt my heart settle low in my chest, a precipitous plunge of panic. What had I done?


“I can only stay for a long weekend. Three days. Maybe four,” I lied.


“Oh, Elli will be back home by then,” my mother said cheerfully. “I’m sure of it. She’ll get what she needed from that place and return. She always does the right thing. You know your sister.”


Did I? I knew I had, once. Now I wasn’t so sure.







3



MY PARENTS’ HOUSE WAS starting to smell like old people, which alarmed me: like furniture that had been collecting dust mites for too many decades, ancient cooking smells trapped in the brocade curtains. My niece was asleep in one of the two guest bedrooms—the bedroom that had once been my own—so I headed to the other to drop my bag.


There, I flopped down on rose-print sheets that I remembered from my childhood, now soft from decades of washing. I hadn’t slept in this house in at least five years, during a failed attempt at a self-detox. I wondered if my mother had forgiven me yet for ruining her favorite quilt during that stay.


“Mama?”


I sat up and there was a child in the doorway, staring at me. Dark curls tangled around her ears, and she blinked at me with sober brown eyes set into a soft, puffy face. I found myself looking for my sister in her, before reminding myself that, of course, she was adopted. She was wearing a Pull-Up diaper and a T-shirt with a cartoon giraffe on the front, and her skin was still pink with sleep.


“I’m not …” I began, but the little girl had already run into the room and toward the bed, her arms flung out at me as if expecting me to pick her up. I stared at her, unsure what to do; and then, hearing the lopsided gait of my mother coming down the hall, grabbed her and lifted her up.


She was hot in my arms, steaming and sticky, and heavier than I expected. She pressed her face into the skin of my neck, leaving something troublesomely damp there. I wrapped my arms around her and then sat motionless on the edge of the bed, terrified of dropping her.


Suddenly she pulled back, as if startled, and looked up at me with a strange expression: studying me, hard. She must have understood, somehow, that I was not my sister. Maybe the way my shampoo smelled, or the texture of my skin. What was my sister’s hair like these days? Last time I’d seen her it had been long and shiny and gold, usually pulled back in a ponytail. My own blond hair was shoulder-length, grown out from a pixie crop I’d ended up with a few years back after I sold my hair for cash. Your crowning glory, my mother had sobbed when she saw me, as if I were Jo from Little Women. I think she was more upset about that than anything else I’d done to myself.


Anyway, Charlotte was still clutching me, staring up at me with wide unblinking eyes, when my mother appeared at the door. I met her gaze over the little girl’s curls.


“Did you tell her I was coming?” I asked.


“No.” My mother cringed in the doorway. “We didn’t want to until you got here. Just in case …”


In case you didn’t show up at all was what she was thinking. I frowned. “Does she even know that her mom has a twin sister who looks exactly like her but isn’t her?”


My mother looked panicky. “Well, not exactly? She’s seen family photos around our house, but I’m not exactly sure what your sister told her. Maybe nothing? She’s only two, after all. These things are hard to explain.” We were whispering, as if the child sitting right there between us couldn’t understand a thing, but when I looked down at the little girl she was squinting at me as if she knew exactly what was being discussed.


“I am your aunt, not your mother,” I said loudly, enunciating every syllable. “I am your mother’s sister. We are identical twins. Do you know what that means?” Charlotte nodded, but there was a dark squint in her eyes as she dug very hard for the answer and came up empty. “It means we look exactly the same. So I know I look like your mama, but I am not your mama.”


The little girl in my arms took this in for a minute, and then burst into tears. “Waaannn maaamaaaa,” she wailed. She flung herself sideways, so that I had to clutch her tight in order to keep her from falling off the bed, which of course just made her cry harder.


My mother backed slowly out of the doorway. “Why don’t I go make her a sippy cup of warm milk?” She fled down the hall.


“Hey, shhh, shhh. It’s OK.” She was rigid in my arms, still trying to throw herself to the ground, inconsolable. What are you supposed to do with a crying two-year-old? Wasn’t this when you put the pacifier in their mouth to quiet them? I looked around the guest bedroom but of course there was no pacifier, not even any toys, just some ornamental ceramic orbs in a big wicker bowl on the dresser. I dug in my jeans pockets for something, anything, that might distract the child from her grief. A metal hair pin—perhaps not advisable. A set of keys. She slapped them away when I jingled them in her face. Maybe that kind of thing was for babies, not toddlers.


I jiggled the girl in my lap, bouncing her on my knee until her teeth were rattling in her mouth. The wailing grew louder. My mother had vanished into the kitchen at the far end of the house and I was fairly sure she had no plans to return with warm milk.


Desperate, I dug deeper into my pocket and turned up the sobriety coin I’d been given at my year anniversary, two weeks back. A bright bronze thing, embossed with words Charlotte would not yet understand: UNITY—SERVICE—RECOVERY. It was just the right size to clutch in your hand instead of reaching for that drink. It glinted in the light from the window. Charlotte paused from crying to stare at it.


“Tweasure?” she asked, her eyes pink and wet.


She was smarter than I thought.


“Treasure,” I agreed. “I stole it from a pirate in the faraway land of Los Angeles, sailed all the way here to give it to you. Should we go bury it in the garden and make a treasure map, so that the pirates don’t come and steal it back?”


She gazed gravely up at me, tiny tears still clinging to her flushed cheeks. I could still see the confusion in her face, that two things could look so alike and familiar and yet also be so completely different. I understood how she felt. I often felt the same way myself when I looked at my sister.


“We bewy it,” she repeated. Her voice was tentative and reedy. It made me think of bunny rabbits and warm beaches, of the sunny days of my own childhood. A strange wave of nostalgia hit me, a residual memory of a time long ago when my mother used to carry Elli and me on her hips, like bookends. How safe that felt.


I stood and hoisted Charlotte up onto my own hip, which was harder than it looked. “I’m your aunt Samantha. You can call me Sam, or Sammy.”


“Mimi?” She looked confused.


“Sure, if that’s easier. I know I’m not your mom, but I’m going to try my best to take care of you while she’s gone. OK?”


“’Kay,” she whispered. And even though she still wasn’t smiling, I could feel her body go slack, releasing itself to this new, semi-familiar adult.


“We’re going to be just fine,” I murmured into her hair.


I wasn’t sure if I was talking to the kid or to myself.
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WE BURIED THE SOBRIETY badge in my parents’ backyard, along with a pocketful of baubles that I fished out of my mother’s costume jewelry box. I gave Charlotte a trowel that I found in the gardening shed and then followed her around the garden as she dug holes. While she carefully placed each rhinestone earring in its own little grave and covered it with dirt, I dutifully marked its location on a map that I’d sketched on the back of an old health food flyer I’d found in the kitchen.


After we’d finished burying everything, I gave Charlotte a hibiscus Popsicle from my parents’ freezer and we sat side by side on the porch looking out at the garden. My mother had planted Mexican sage, lavender, and bougainvillea, and in the full bloom of summer the yard was a sea of purple. After our acting careers imploded and our mother’s career as our manager fizzled, she had started a little business in landscape design; so most of the homes on the street now featured “Linda Logan yards,” with burbling fountains and thickets of drought-tolerant flowers. As a result, their neighborhood seemed to have an unusually high per capita number of hummingbirds, butterflies, and bumblebees. I had to give my mother credit for that.


I smiled at Charlotte. “How is your mama?” I asked her softly. “I miss her.”


Charlotte was busy chasing a melting slab of Popsicle with a neon pink tongue. She cocked her head and slurped. “Why?”


“Why? Because I screwed up a while back, and now she’s mad at me.”


“Why?”


I didn’t know how to answer this. The child stared gravely back at me, unable to compute. I supposed this wasn’t an appropriate conversation to have with someone who didn’t even know the alphabet yet, but how was I to know how to speak to a toddler? Charlotte seemed unperturbed. She ate the last melting bit of pink sludge and let the naked stick drop to the porch. Then she grabbed the trowel and the map and scampered back off into the garden to dig her treasure back up.


My father came out to join me on the deck, his joints popping as he sat next to me on the bench. He still wore the coat and tie that he’d worn to work—he had been an accountant at a paper supply company for the last three decades—and they tugged at the buttons where his body now sagged in the middle. He looked tired, I thought, and a little diminished, as if someone had put a giant thumb on his head and pushed him right back down into himself. It was five-thirty, time for his nightly G&T, but he was drinking a can of lime sparkling water, because of me, surely. I couldn’t decide if I was touched by this gesture or insulted by his lack of faith in my self-control.


He lit up when he saw Charlotte out digging under the giant oak that enveloped the back of the yard. He waved, and she waved back at him. “Tweasure!” she called, jewels sparkling in her fist.


“Is that your mother’s earring she’s holding?” he asked me. “For God’s sake, don’t let Linda see that. She’ll lose her mind.”


But my mother was already standing there behind him, drinking a glass of chardonnay. (Apparently she was unconcerned about testing my sobriety.) “It’s fine,” she said. “They’re paste.” She dimpled at the little girl in the garden. She’d really lowered her standards for this kid.


I turned to face them. “So, let’s talk. What’s the story with Elli? What’s going on? Where is she?”


My mother stuffed her nose into the mouth of her wineglass. “I think single motherhood was turning out to be a bit much for her, that’s all,” she said breezily. “It’s a lot to have a small child all by yourself, you know? When I had you two there were certainly months when I just wanted to disappear and leave your father to take care of things for a while.” She gulped some wine, licked her teeth. “Plus with the whole divorce debacle … She just wanted some downtime and she went to a spa. She said it was in Ojai.”


“What’s the name of the spa? Is it that fancy golf place? Ojai Valley Inn?” I imagined my sister swaddled in terry cloth, mud cracking on her face, the cucumber slices on her eyes conveniently blinding her to any memory of her responsibilities back home. A vision that was hard to reconcile with the sister I knew. And yet who knew what I’d missed over the last year? Apparently, quite a lot.


“I don’t think so. But I’m not sure what it’s called. Did she say the name to you?” My mother looked inquisitively at my father, who shook his head. “Actually, I think she might have called it a ‘healing retreat.’ So maybe not a ‘spa,’ exactly, but some kind of wellness destination.”


“Taking an awful long time to get well,” my father grumbled. “Seems like it should have taken a weekend, tops.”


“The heart and mind need what they need.” My mother puffed herself up, her hair a nimbus of hennaed curls. She looked like an indignant dandelion. “Just because you don’t feel the need for personal growth, Frank, you shouldn’t judge others who want to find themselves a little. I’m just glad she’s finally doing some self-care after such a trying year.”


“I just think she should have at least answered your texts. Seems to me that something might not be right with her. Maybe she’s having a breakdown. Maybe she’s sick.” My father frowned at his can of fizzy water, as if unsure why he was holding it and not a G&T at this unpleasant moment in time.


My father tended toward cynicism and my mother toward blind optimism. It was a miracle, frankly, that they were still married; but apparently opposites really do attract. Our childhood had been a tug-of-war between them, with my mother usually winning. My father had wanted to send me to rehab when I was seventeen but my mother insisted I was just “going through a phase.” And although I was thrilled at the time that my mother won that particular argument, in retrospect I was the real loser in that battle.


“Elli sent me a text a few days ago, she seemed to be fine. The last thing she needs is us intruding on her emotional life.” She sipped at her wine. “Anyway, your father’s just being dramatic, as always.”


“Pretty selfish of her, don’t you think?” My mom gave me a sharp look. Who are you to judge? “I mean, it’s not very Elli-like behavior, don’t you think?”


“And how would you know, Sam? You’ve been absent all year. Longer than that, to be honest.”


I flushed at the rebuke. She was right. “Can I at least see the text she sent?”


She pulled her cellphone out of her pocket. The home screen photo was a snapshot of Charlotte squinting into the sun. Something small and primal inside me stung at this tiny rejection: that I, her daughter, no longer qualified for my mother’s landing screen. But, of course, I was in my thirties now. I’d outgrown that primacy a long time ago.


I looked over my mother’s shoulder as she pulled up her text history with Elli and handed the phone to me. Curious, I scrolled back through my sister’s old messages to my mom. There in 10. And Stopping at Vons, need anything? And Charlotte’s got a cold, we’re staying in. And Turn on GMA, that chef you love is on. The mundane intimacy between my sister and my mother took my breath away: Is this what I’d been missing all these years? Did I want it, too? Or would I have found this claustrophobic?


My mother must have noticed my curiosity because she grabbed the phone and quickly scrolled down to the last few messages in the chain before handing it back to me. The string began a week earlier, on the previous Thursday, with a Thanks so much for watching C, back Sunday. This was followed up, over the next seventy-two hours, by some unanswered texts from my mother to Elli: Hope retreat is going well. OK to give her M&Ms? And Don’t want to interrupt your me time but how long is C supposed to nap? And She’s not allergic to bees, is she?


Then Sunday—five days ago, now—there was a text from my mother to my sister: What time are you picking her up today? Dad and I were thinking about going out to dinner if you can get here before six.


There was a long gap of time after my mother’s message, with no response. I could imagine my mother’s blood pressure rising by the hour, as the phone remained adamantly silent. It wasn’t until seven o’clock that night that my sister finally responded. Can you handle Charlotte for a few more days? I’m not ready to come home yet.


My mother replied immediately. How many days are we talking? Are you OK?


I’m doing fine. Finding the answers I’ve been looking for.


By this point, my mother had seemingly lost interest in her daughter’s journey to self-discovery. Mostly, she seemed peeved.


You know I love Charlotte but this is a lot. My osteoarthritis is flaring up.


There was a two-minute pause after this. I imagined my sister staring at the blank text message field, thinking her options through. My mother’s furious blinking while she waited for my sister’s inevitable apology, her promise to return so very soon. It wasn’t like Elli to ask for favors.


But there was no apology, just a terse final text, more command than atonement: Get Sam to help you. She’ll know what to do. She’ll get it.


And then: nothing.


I looked at Charlotte, scampering back toward us now, her palms black with dirt and bejeweled rings drooping from every finger. What, exactly, was I supposed to “get”? The child? How to help my mom take care of her? My sister’s cryptic journey to make sense of things?


Or was it the impulse to bail out of your life that my sister knew I’d understand?
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THEN


A TALENT AGENT NAMED Harriet Sunday discovered Elli and me on the beach in Santa Barbara when we were nine years old. Towheaded little girls, freckled and sandy, sun-faded bikinis, identical down to the dimples in our left cheeks. We had wide-set blue eyes, which lent us a hypnotic baby-doll quality, both alien and appealing. When we walked down the street in perfect syncopation, blond waves swinging about our shoulders, people would stop in their tracks and stare.


Harriet must have known right away that she’d hit the jackpot.


I remember Harriet’s arrival in my life as a shadow falling over us, while we sat there at the high-water line, digging in the sand. She wore a vintage YSL smoking jacket, cropped black hair tucked under a Dodgers baseball cap, and cat-eye sunglasses. “Are you building a sandcastle?” she asked, her voice smoked and husky.


Elli was frozen, our mother’s admonishments written across her face—never talk to strangers—but I, since birth, had never followed the rules. “A jail,” I said. “A jail for crabs.”


Harriet liked this. She crouched down and studied us, hard, in a way that most adults didn’t bother to do: not as circus freaks, a double novelty act, but as if she was looking for something of particular value that existed underneath the dimples and blond hair.


“Do you girls like the movies?” she asked. Even though her tone was casual I could hear the intensity behind her words, as if my entire life hinged on the answer to this question. Which, looking back, it did.


Something about this emboldened me. “Duh,” I said. “That’s a stupid question.”


“Samantha.” Elli hit me in the shoulder, horrified. But Harriet just laughed, deep and long. Ten years later she’d be dead of lung cancer but that laugh—a raspy rumble that seemed to start somewhere deep in her stomach—made me trust her, because only a good person could have a laugh that sounded that honest.


Sometimes I wonder what would have become of me if Harriet hadn’t come to the beach that day. (Not a beach person, Harriet. She was coerced to attend a beloved goddaughter’s birthday party.) Had we not been discovered by Harriet, would I have found my way to Hollywood on my own? Was acting in my genes or was it inserted there only through Harriet’s suggestion?


And—if Harriet hadn’t died a horrible early death when I was nineteen and still only half-formed, would things have gone so sideways for me later?


There are moments in life when you collide with something that sends you careening down a path from which you can never return. We are ping-pong balls, paddled about by fate and coincidence, doing our best to wrestle back some agency from the forces that move our lives. On our deathbeds, our last thoughts a faint echo: what if, what if, what if.


My mother materialized then, having looked up from her book long enough to register the presence of the curious stranger crouching by her little girls. Towel wrapped tightly around cellulite thighs, zinc oxide on her nose, her fists already clenched at the ready: “Can I help you?”


Harriet stood, her voice going solicitous. A business card was suddenly in her hand and she thrust it at my mother. “I’m an agent,” she said. “TV and film. I’m interested in your girls.”


“Well, we’re not interested,” my mother responded. She put a protective hand on each of our shoulders.


“I am!” I objected, shaking my mother’s hand off.


Harriet’s gaze flickered across my mother’s drugstore sunglasses, the threadbare towel with sunscreen stains across the logo. “There’s a significant amount of money to be made. No pressure, though. I totally understand your concerns.”


My mother’s face twitched. She tightened her grip on Elli’s shoulder with one hand, while the other slowly reached for the business card, almost as if being pulled by marionette strings.


I could have sworn that Harriet winked at me then. “Give me a call and I’ll turn your girls into stars,” she said before walking off down the shore.


Stars.


The wind picked up, blowing sand across the beach and into our faces. Elli cried out, rubbing her fists in her eyes—tears falling that my mother hurried to wipe away. As for me, I didn’t feel anything. I was already blinded, already lost.


I was not a complete stranger to acting. Our suburban elementary school had a serviceable performing arts program and I’d participated in productions of Mary Poppins and Peter Pan. I loved it: the cardboard props used so many times that they were soft along the edges, the way backstage smelled of dirty socks and spilled soda, the shocking heat of the stage lights against your skin. But most of all, I loved having an audience. Onstage, I could be simultaneously the center of attention and totally invisible. Here I am, look at me. Here I am, you can’t see me at all.


Maybe this was a result of being a twin, of feeling like I was always only a part of a whole, never a main character in my own right. People look at you a lot when you’re a twin, but they never really see you. Their eyes are always flicking away and over your shoulder, scanning for the presence of your other half. As matching children, you are objects of fascination, but almost never complete human beings.


Often, no one can tell exactly who you are anyway.


Onstage, I could be whole. I could be whole and I could be anyone I chose to be: a fairy, a witch, a pauper, any flight of fancy I could temporarily inhabit and bring to life. I lived for that moment of stepping into someone else’s skin, the excitement of putting it on and feeling what it was like to be them for a while.


All these years of group therapy later, I’ve come to understand how my twindom drove me toward a career of pretending to be someone else entirely. With my sister, I may only have been half of a whole; but without her, who was Samantha at all?


That was the summer that my sister built us a dollhouse out of scavenged boxes and old wallpaper samples. Elli had a creative eye even then. She meticulously crafted furniture out of bottle caps and bits of cardboard, and painted miniature art for the dollhouse walls. She fashioned a tiny Sam and a tiny Elli out of paper, and our proxies took up residence there alone: no parents, no friends or neighbors or other children, just the two of us in a world of Elli’s creation.


The dollhouse had grown to take up most of our room, each new shoebox expanding our domain: an elementary school and an ice cream stand, a hospital for when the dolls got hurt, an amusement park with a Tinkertoy merry-go-round that spun. Our mother had offered us summer camp and gymnastics classes, but we weren’t interested. Instead, we spent our days blissfully imagining a life with just the two of us, and everything we had ever desired, in it.


But something broke open after we met Harriet. That night, as we played with the dollhouse—Elli had just built us a swimming pool, and our paper twins were learning the backstroke—my mind kept drifting to other things, bigger places, a life I hadn’t imagined wanting before. Through the vents, I could hear our parents talking furtively in the kitchen. Phrases like Sam has talent and pay for a college education and it just seems karmic echoed through the heating ducts, until finally some consensus was murmured and I could tell that they were going to cave. Elli’s gaze kept drifting over to me, even as she cut our dolls’ swimsuits out of old wrapping paper. For the first time, I couldn’t quite meet her eyes.


Later, as Elli and I lay in our twin beds, the ceiling fan lazily churning the humid summer air, I felt my sister’s hand reaching for me across the gap. There was a hot smack as her sweaty palm met mine.


“Sam?” she whispered. “Are you OK?”


“What do you mean?”


“I just thought for a second that maybe you weren’t.”


I wondered how she knew. That under my giddiness—we’re going to be stars—I felt some thrilling dread, like when Elli and I went hiking with our parents in Rattlesnake Canyon and got to the part where the path crumbled off into a precipice and I’d feel a terrifying tug compelling me to step over the edge. But Elli always knew things, even when I didn’t tell her. I’d wake up from a nightmare and find that she’d already crawled in bed with me. I’d touch my forehead because I was hot and discover that she’d already walked in the room with a cold washcloth. Did she know these things because she felt them, too, or just because she could read me so well?


“I don’t know how I am. I feel strange.”


Her hand let go of mine, and I heard her rustling in the dark and then she was in bed with me, her body in its cotton nightgown paired to mine. “Let’s imagine all the fun things we can do once we’re Hollywood stars,” she said. The enthusiasm in her voice was a little overly bright. It occurred to me that she had never once expressed interest in doing theater with me before; but of course, this was Hollywood, why wouldn’t she love that? “Like, we can meet other stars. Britney Spears.”


“Stay up as late as we want.”


“Eat dessert for breakfast.”


“Quit school.”


“I like school.” Elli pondered this a little. “Maybe just quit math.”


“Travel around the world. Like Japan, and France.”


“Africa. I want to see elephants!” A long silence, the sound of her sucking on the ends of her hair. “I can’t think of anything else. I never thought much about anything outside of Santa Barbara.”


I hadn’t, either, and maybe that’s why the vast unfurling vista—the world beyond our dollhouse life—suddenly terrified me. Considering what was to come, I probably should have been even more scared than I was. But at that moment, with Elli’s breath in my face, her body so close that it was hard to tell where she ended and I began, I felt safe. Elli would take care of me. Everything would be fine as long as we were together.


How was I to know what was to come?


Harriet labored for months to get us ready for the screen—prescribing haircuts, headshots, acting classes—and then, once we’d been deemed acceptable, our mother took time off from her job as a dental assistant to drive us to auditions down in Los Angeles. It took almost no time at all for us to book a Cheerios commercial. A few months later, we were cast in a tiny role on a children’s variety show, followed by an even smaller role in a comedy movie starring Mark Wahlberg. Two months before Elli and I turned ten, we hit the jackpot: a regular supporting role on a detective series that was premiering on network TV.


The thing that Harriet knew, and that we were quickly learning, was that identical twins are a precious commodity in Hollywood. Strict labor laws prevent child actors from working more than a few hours a day. But with identical twins, you can get two actors to play the same role, and voilà, you suddenly have twice as many shoot hours. Thanks to our big break, my sister and I were to inhabit the same character: that of little Jenny Maxx, the beleaguered daughter of hard-talking detective Marci Maxx, on the primetime TV show To the Maxx.


Elli typically played sensitive Jenny—the scenes where she got tucked into bed by her mother or cried when she got a bad report card. I liked to be Jenny when she was tough and resourceful, like the time she was kidnapped by her mother’s criminal nemesis and had to escape by crawling out an air-conditioning vent, or when she shot a serial killer with her mother’s gun. To the Maxx ran on network TV for six years, just long enough to make it into syndication, winning a handful of Emmys in the process. For four of those years, my sister and I moved in and out of Jenny’s singular body, and only those people who paid close attention to the show’s end credits would have noticed that “Jenny” was played by two identical child actresses, not one. But there were bulletin boards, in the deep recesses of the Web, where the show’s superfans argued about which twin was in which scene, debating the exact shape of our ears and whether Elli and I could be identified by the quarter-inch difference in our height.


Nearly two decades later, To the Maxx still played in reruns on a third-tier cable channel. Sometimes, on those sober nights when I couldn’t sleep because I’d had one macchiato too many and I felt on the edge of damage—my eyes vibrating and dry, a bitter chew in my jaw—I would turn on the TV to watch myself. I’d sit there in the dark, feeling my pulse slacken as the familiar theme music washed over me. Watching myself was like Xanax for my soul: that pretty flaxen child, staring brightly into the camera, full of so much confidence as she shaped her mouth around her lines. All the possibility of my youth, frozen forever in time.


Sometimes I’d even find myself saying the words along with the me on the screen: Mommy! Watch out behind you!


Then again, I was never really sure if it was me I was seeing on the screen, or if it was Elli. Sure, I could blame the passage of time—so many years had passed since the show first aired, how was I to be expected to remember every scene I had ever shot? But really, I knew that my fuzzy recollection was my own fault. I’d spent the last fifteen years of my life brutally bludgeoning my own brain, so of course my memories were going to be wobbly.


And yet, wasn’t this the way Elli and I had liked it to be, back then? The edges of me blurring into the beginnings of her?


Almost exactly a year after Harriet discovered us on the beach, my sister and I moved to Los Angeles with our mother to start production on To the Maxx. Our mother had rented us a furnished apartment near the La Brea Tar Pits, a generic two-bedroom box that would be our home base for the next few years. Most weekends—and every summer—we would return to Santa Barbara, where our father had remained, to try to cobble together some semblance of a normal family life.


I loved Los Angeles. I loved how the city went on and on, a river of buildings that flowed in all directions. I loved the wild mix of colors and cultures and cuisines, the way Koreatown fused into Little Armenia and Historic Filipinotown. I loved how there was so much to buy, endless shop windows loaded with things that sparkled in the dazzling coastal sun. The world felt big here, full of unimaginable potential, surreal and exciting.


And yet my world here was so small. Each morning my mother drove us to the studio backlot in Burbank where our “home” had been constructed on an enormous stage, and where we would spend our days sitting in dark corners, awaiting our scenes. Even the location days were mostly spent sitting in our trailer, perpetually waiting to be called. When we weren’t performing, there was “school,” with a retired schoolteacher who joylessly hammered us with times tables and spelling tests. Evenings were spent back at the apartment, eating takeout with our mom and memorizing our lines. Our mother had read enough magazine stories about the tragic lives of child actors and she wasn’t about to take any chances. (My problems would start a few years later, after her grip on me had started to slip.)


That first year, most of what Elli and I saw of Los Angeles was through the windows of our mother’s car, on our way to set and back.


This seemed to suit Elli just fine. Los Angeles intimidated her. In order to get to the backlot, we had to drive through Hollywood, where homeless teens panhandled on the streets and hustlers in superhero costumes hassled the tourists who marched up and down the Walk of Fame. The air there smelled like a party that was on the verge of veering out of control, like urine and sugar and French fries and vomit.


The first day that we made this drive, I put my window down and stuck my head out, trying to take in everything at once: the looming billboards selling handbags that cost as much as cars, the neon signs advertising wax museums and Scientology exhibits, the drag queens in platform heels who stomped their way against the traffic lights.


“Can we stop?” I said. “I want to see the Walk of Fame.”


No one answered. My mother’s hands were tight on the steering wheel; driving in city traffic made her nervous. From the other side of the back seat, I heard a click. When I looked over, I realized that my sister had locked her door.


“It’s not dangerous, silly,” I said. “Look at all the tourists.”


“It smells,” she said softly.


I reached across and took her hand. “Hold your breath.”


She stared at me, her eyes huge, her palm gluing itself to mine with the jammy remnants of our breakfast toast. “How long are we going to do this for, do you think? Be here, in L.A.?”


I thought forever but I didn’t say it because it looked like she might cry. I knew without having to ask that she was frightened of the scene outside the car, but also of this new life on which we were embarking. Of a life that was going to be spent onstage, with all eyes on her. For the first time, I felt a pang of self-doubt about what I had talked my sister into doing. What if she didn’t like Hollywood as much as I did? What if she was only doing this because I wanted to?


“It’s going to be fun.” I slid across the seat until I was beside her, our thighs touching through our brand-new jeans. Our mom had bought us identical outfits at Macy’s for this first day on set, and although I’d objected to it at the time—we hadn’t dressed the same for a while—I now felt a familiar comfort in our armored uniformity. The power of being two instead of one. A double force to contend with.


I put my arm around Elli, and together we watched Los Angeles slide past in all its gritty glory as we headed toward our new future.


Elli soldiered through production. She’d always been a better student than me, finishing her homework with plenty of time to do the extra credit and coach me through my math problems; and now she applied the same diligence to studying her part and hitting her marks on set. She dutifully served up her lines, her wooden delivery masked by the charm of her dimples and her ability to smile on cue. She was incapable of playing anyone but herself, but fortunately the scripts she received never demanded much more of her than that.


Was I the only one who noticed that her performances always felt vaguely colored by panic, as if she were terrified that she was going to disappoint? I hoped I was the only one who could see this, even as I studiously looked away.


I was the better actress, the one who knew how to disappear into the persona of Jenny Maxx. I couldn’t wait to get to set every day, where the crew buzzed around us, the hot lights illuminating me from the inside, the aperture of the camera like the world’s eyes fixed on me. I loved how complete acting made me feel, as if I were twice as interesting as I’d been before. I loved the way the grown-up actors treated us like little ingenues, bringing us powdered donuts from craft services and braiding our hair during breaks in production.


To the Maxx was a show for adults. There were never any other kids around. As a result, my sister and I were always together, more than we ever had been before. In Santa Barbara, over our objections, our elementary school had placed us in separate homerooms; but here, we were always within shouting distance. We sat together in the back of the set every day, snickering over the nonsense Mad Libs that we used to fill the time, or folding our scripts into miniature origami boxes that we would present to each other. At night, in the apartment bedroom that we shared, I would reach across the space between our beds and find my sister’s hand there, reaching for mine. We fell asleep like this most nights, our hands linked across the void, a defense against the dark.


We turned eleven six weeks after To the Maxx premiered on network television, five months after our arrival in town. To celebrate, our mother took us to an anodyne open-air shopping mall where the stores—Gap, Nordstrom, Crate & Barrel, Barnes & Noble—were reassuringly identical to the ones we’d left back in Santa Barbara. We watched a talking-animal movie starring another one of Harriet’s clients and then ate Häagen-Dazs by the synchronized fountains. Teenagers walked by in groups, loaded down with shiny bags from stores that we weren’t yet wealthy enough to shop at, gripping phones that our mother said we were too young to own. Who was there to call anyway? The only person I really cared about was always with me.


While we sat there, waiting for our mother to return from the restroom, a woman walked by and did a double take. She skidded to a stop, turned to stare at us. She was my mother’s age but looked nothing like her, in a gold-and-black tracksuit with Fendi printed across the front. The thick blond stripes in her hair made her look like an exotic cat.


The woman pointed a finger at me. Her fingernail had a rhinestone glued to the tip. “I know who you are. I’ve been watching your show.” This observation felt almost belligerent, like we were criminals she’d identified out of a lineup. “I didn’t realize there were two of you.”


Beside me, I felt Elli shrinking into the bench, trying to make herself invisible; but I fully intended to make the most out of this moment, the first time I’d been recognized. “We’re twins,” I offered brightly, as if this wasn’t already obvious.


The woman’s eyes were doing that familiar dance, jumping from Elli to me and back again, looking for differences and coming up empty-handed. “Which one of you is the one on the show?” she demanded. “Which one’s the actress?”


“We both are,” I said. But even as I said it, I noticed my sister pointing at me. I turned to stare at her, and she shrugged.


The woman was fishing a camera out of the baguette-shaped purse that dangled from one wrist. “Can I take your photo?”


Before either of us could respond, she’d snapped a picture.


A family of tourists—parents in identical muscle tees, a sullen teenage daughter—had been sitting on an adjacent bench, studying a star map while they drank their Ice Blended drinks. Now they turned to gape at us. The teen, thinking she’d sniffed out the presence of celebrity, reached into her backpack and pulled out a camera.


A few shoppers slowed as they walked by, their internal antennas registering a developing spectacle.


Harriet’s words came back to me, suddenly prophetic. I’ll turn your girls into stars. I felt enormous, so completely seen. I instinctively dimpled at the pushy woman’s camera, turned my head at the angle that the director of photography of To the Maxx had informed me was my most flattering. I scooted a little closer to my sister, found her hand, and squeezed it.


She didn’t squeeze back. When I turned to look at her, I realized that she was about to cry. Her liquid eyes met mine, and I suddenly understood with devastating certainty exactly what she was thinking. I don’t want this, Sam. I don’t want strangers thinking they own a piece of me.


I stood up abruptly, blocking Elli from the woman’s camera. “Hey,” I said. “We didn’t say yes.”


The camera drooped in her hand. Her mascara-ringed eyes blinked at me in surprise. “Excuse me?”


“Delete the photos,” I said. “Please.”


The woman looked down at her camera, mentally quantifying the value of what she’d just snapped, the bragging rights she could claim. When she didn’t move, I reached out and snatched her camera away. It was warm from being clutched so tight, greasy from her hand lotion. The woman just stood there, mouth agape, as I clicked the trash icon on three successive photos. Me, smiling and puff-chested; Elli, stunned, half-hidden behind me. Delete. Delete. Delete.


The woman snatched her camera back, glaring at us. “You have no right.” Her voice quavered, a hoarse bark. “This is a mall. It’s a public place.”


“We’re minors. It’s an invasion of privacy,” I responded. “And my sister doesn’t like it.”


The nearby tourists had edged away, the teenage girl discreetly pocketing her camera without snapping a photo at all. The shoppers who had slowed down to watch the show now hurried away, eyes averted. In the distance, I saw our mother returning from the bathroom, racing across the trampled lawn with murder in her eyes. Backlit by the sun, her sundress was nearly see-through, her legs pumping against the rainbow fabric.


“Well then,” the woman sniffed. Behind us, the fountain had begun its hourly dance, and she stepped away from its misty halo. She stuffed the camera back in her purse, fixed her gaze on me, and dropped one last prophetic observation before rushing off to Nordstrom.


“Your sister is clearly in the wrong business.”
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THAT FIRST NIGHT BACK in Santa Barbara, after helping my parents wrestle Charlotte into bed—a process involving repeated readings of a book called Llama Llama Red Pajama—I called my sister. Her phone went straight to voicemail. I hadn’t spoken to Elli in over a year, and the soft lilt of her voice hit me like a punch to the esophagus. Her voice was still an echo of my own, but without the rough edges that came from too many cigarettes and cheap tequila shots.


“This is Elli, so sorry I missed you. Leave a message and I’ll call you back.” I would never have thought of apologizing for failing to answer my phone. I would never promise to return the call, either. For that matter, I hadn’t even bothered to record a message for my own voicemail; lately I’d just let it default to the robot lady. The idea of figuring out what to say to a stranger felt far too momentous.
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