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For Mom, Dad, Ben, and Old Goat—the original pack






Evolution is a science of connection.

—Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan Acquiring Genomes (2002)

We have all known the long loneliness and we have learned that the only solution is love.

—Dorothy Day The Long Loneliness (1952)

Pray for the dead, and fight like hell for the living.

—Mary Harris “Mother” Jones
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PART I The Pack Is the Nucleus








Chapter 1 Josie


Josie Tayloe was a scientist. Had been a scientist. Was still a scientist? Let’s see: there was MIT’s science and engineering summer camp, there was a bachelor’s in Developmental Bio at Tufts, there was four-fifths of a PhD in Ecology and Evolutionary Biology from Stanford. And don’t forget the years of fieldteching the forests and beaches of America, the Fulbright Fellowship to Nicaragua, the EPA Star grant, the articles in Nature and American Myrmecologist. And so on.

And now what?

Now thirty-four years old at a gas station in central Maine, risking a potentially severe case of public plumber’s crack as she inspected the casual insect holocaust of interstate travel.

Josie crabwalked between vehicles at the pumps, checking windshields, side mirrors, radiator grills. Mostly she found midges and gnats, some poor honeybees, but you had to sort the wheat from the chaff. Case in point: that very afternoon, an hour north of Boston, she’d collected a candy-striped leafhopper, murdered gracefully in a Mercedes hood ornament. Even Dean, never one to cream his pants over invertebrates, was impressed.

Midge, cricket, mosquito.

Thorax, wing, antenna.

She picked through the chitinous layers. Was this hard science? Probably this was not hard science.

Beyond the fluorescence of the gas station hung the great northern woods like a curtain. It was dusk. Saturday. Late July. The nocturnal phylums droned and swarmed the floodlights. Josie could see Dean inside through the big store windows, stocking up on energy drinks, snacks, antacids, beer. They were on their way to Acadia National Park for a week of oceanside camping, after which they would drive farther north—Canada practically—to the Mad Mountain Tavern. They would make the long drive because the Mad Mountain Tavern had a stage, and Josie’s sisters were booked to perform on that stage. Not the most glamorous gig in America (or even Maine), but her sisters hadn’t played live in almost a year, so Josie would be there.

“Can I help you with something?”

A fortysomething mustached man, presumable owner of the minivan before which Josie was crouching. Bucket-sized coffee in one hand, sleepy-eyed daughter over his shoulder.

“Just making a routine survey of hemiptera,” Josie said.

“Sorry?”

“Bugs,” Josie clarified. “Your vehicle has a dreamy front end. Killer surface area.”

The man nodded as if he was used to the compliment. He buckled his daughter into her seat, unscrewed the gas cap, and filled up, leaving Josie to play with her bugs alone, as people usually did.

Midge, midge, mosquito, gnat.

Josie’s knees popped when she stood. She inspected two sedans, a motorcycle, a Winnebago, then circled back to a maroon Saturn with California plates, parked next to Dean’s 4Runner. Dean was now standing in line for the register. Josie watched him chat up a big woman in motorcycle leather, almost as tall as Dean. She threw her head back at something funny he said. Dean had that effect on people. He’d never bring home ribbons for Best Looking (lanky, no chin: an Abe Lincoln lookalike with worse skin) but the man could charm honey from the comb. He was a labor organizer with UNITE HERE Local 26, and—like all working-class heroes—hadn’t allowed himself a true vacation in years. But as soon as Josie had mentioned that her sisters were gigging up north, Dean began researching campgrounds. He wanted to make a trip of it. He and Josie “needed” some time, just the two of them. They would unplug. No phones, no family. It would be relaxing! And didn’t Josie deserve that, a little relaxation? One week without her heavy sash of worry?

Okay, she’d said. Okay, okay, okay.

She’d taken off work. She made sure her sisters were set with grocery money and spare keys and appointment reminders: She asked Ara if they’d be alright. She asked Emma if they’d be alright. She didn’t believe either of them, but what else could she do?

“You can pack your bags,” Dean had said. “We are going to have some fucking fun.”


	
OBSERVATION: Dean’s never mentioned wanting (needing) to get away like this.

	
HYPOTHESIS: Getting away = excuse for alone time = Dean prepping her for bad news.



Why did Josie expect the worst? Because the worst was what happened. Family history had been clear on that lesson. Even if Dean was sort of right about the trip so far. So far the trip had been fun. Relaxing. And a candy-striped leafhopper to boot.

Josie watched Dean crack another joke in line. The woman doubled over in laughter. He gestured outside. The woman waved. Josie waved back, then returned to the pulpy batter of thoraxes, wings, and antennae that plastered the Saturn’s headlights.

Mosquito, gnat, beetle, gnat.

Josie missed the lab. One did not simply go years without access to a DNA thermocycler and feel like a fully functional human being. She worked now at a neighborhood reptile and insect zoo where she was overqualified by two academic degrees. Thank Darwin the place had a leafcutter ant colony. Josie loved ants. Obsessed over ants. In the past she’d observed ant colonies, extracted and amplified DNA, ran gels. Now she changed UV lights, dished out frozen mice and crickets, lectured groups of sticky toddlers and their hot foreign nannies. Not exactly hard science. But Josie, as a young girl, had fallen in love with science for the same reason she was in love with it still: science was everywhere, you just had to look. And look—

A moth.

A big honker. Wedged between the Saturn’s license plate and frame. That hindwing patterning. That shade. She squinted and leaned closer. A gas pump chugged behind her. A whiff of diesel floated in the air. She forbid herself from becoming too excited. She slid a bobby pin from her hair and gingerly pried the fuzzy body from the vehicle. She held the little bugger to the floodlights like an offering to the gods of good taxonomy.


	
Wingspan: two inches.

	
Hindwings: distinct white marginal banding.

	
Forewings: striated, wood camo patterning.

	
Antenna: white scaling on dorsal surface.



Oh my God.

It was impossible—a Kern Primrose sphinx moth, Euproserpinus Euterpe—and yet. Josie was certain. She was ninety-nine percent certain. She could not be one hundred percent certain because she’d never observed a Kern Primrose in the wild. Few people had. One of two moths on the Federal Endangered Species List, the insect’s only known habitat was California’s Carrizo Plain, where Josie had spent countless weekends, wading through those sharp grasses, head bowed, looking for egg, larvae, caterpillar, moth. You didn’t have to volunteer to do these bullshit research favors for your dissertation advisor, but Josie had. The urge to please. That old story. Even now, she couldn’t help but fantasize Dr. Lee’s forgiveness should she, Josephine Tayloe, all-star mentee, the next E.O.-goddamn-Wilson (Dr. Lee’s words, not hers), send news that she’d discovered a Kern Primrose light-years from its habitat. A complete specimen, no less. She turned the moth carefully in her palm. She pumped a fist. Darwin, she loved this shit.



Delicately, so delicately, she wrapped the dead moth in a casket of Dunkin’ Donuts napkins and entombed the bundle in the glovebox where she and Dean had sequestered their phones, as demanded by the most sacrosanct of their Vacation Commandments:


Check Not Thy Phone



No Phones was more challenging than Josie would’ve liked to admit. It helped that Dean was family-cleansing with her. Dean’s mother was used to calling daily, and Dean was used to picking up. But not today. Josie, in solidarity, had resisted the urge to check in with her sisters. Emma and Ara undoubtedly needed something—Dean agreed wholeheartedly on this point—but he trusted they could survive one week without her. Josie mocked his ignorance: What peer-reviewed studies, what data sets, what field notes supported his crackpot theory?

Josie did not worry because worry was the dominant allele of her emotional genotype (though it was), she worried because her family gave her so many brilliant reasons to worry. Which was why—glovebox open, phone right there, Dean busy dumping his haul of beer and snacks for the cashier to tally—she couldn’t resist. She reached in. She turned on her phone.

Only the damn thing took forever to power up. Dean was paying now at the register. Walking out. She waited until the last possible second and—no luck—tossed the phone back into the glovebox as the gas station doors went whoosh.

Dean loped outside, his new friend in tow.

“Josie, meet Wanda. She’s a fan—”

“—Fan doesn’t cut it, I’m diehard, baby. Lost my V-card to Jojo and the Twins. Heard about the Caribou show and dammit I can’t move my shift but I’ll try to make the encore. How about a photo? Here sweetcheeks, you know what to do.”

She gave her phone to Dean and threw an arm around Josie. These random fan encounters still happened every so often.

“Say cheese,” Dean said.

Josie and Wanda held their breath, smiling.

“So your man here”—Wanda took her phone from Dean, grunting approvingly at the screen—“he says you’re Jojo, and I’m like, ‘Wanda Jenks you’re paying those girls back.’ ”

Dean fanned the air with dollar scratch tickets. “Wanda got us a gift.”

“Not a gift. I owe you fair and square. I downloaded your tunes for free, way back. A dog’s age, but that doesn’t make it right.”

Jojo and the Twins was the name of Josie’s sisters’ band, and because Josie never appeared onstage, fans like Wanda often assumed she was the quiet visionary behind the music—the Fifth Beatle, so to speak. This wasn’t the least bit true, but Josie had stopped correcting the record a long time ago. After all, she was a crucial part of the band. Her sisters now earned about forty-three cents a week in streaming royalties. If not for Josie, they would be homeless. She covered ninety percent of their rent and one hundred percent of their Netflix and yoga. She was no George Martin making musical magic behind the Abbey Road curtain, but credit was absolutely due.

“When can I get my mitts on the new album?” Wanda said.

“Soon,” Josie said, a line that had been getting old for years now.

“Good. We need you girls. This country is going worse to worse.” Wanda gave engulfing hugs, kick-started her motorcycle, and ripped the night in two, yelling “Slay it in Caribou!” as she roared off.

Back on the road, Josie unwrapped the Kern Primrose to show Dean. She didn’t want to make a big deal of it, not yet. “Morphological observation is no substitute for genetic confirmation,” she said, but Dean whooped and honked the horn, so happy for her that she had to smile.

“So what’s it mean?” he said.

“For migration patterns? I’m not getting my hopes up. The car had California plates. It probably collided somewhere near Carrizo and drove it across the country.”

“Not for migration patterns, for your career.”

“I don’t have a career.”

“This could be your ticket back!”

Josie envied his naivety. She knew all too well the pitfalls of open-faced hope. She turned on the radio. She scanned the static, the Christian rock, the sports talk. She scratched Wanda’s lottery tickets, won five dollars, and celebrated by fisting a bag of Cheetos. She licked cheese dust off her fingers. She prepared to ask Dean (rhetorically of course) how he expected her to return to academia with her sisters—and her mother—more dependent on her than ever. Before she could ask, however, her phone rang from the glovebox. And, at nearly the same moment, her sisters came blasting from the speakers.



“American Mosh” was the 2002 single that had earned Jojo and the Twins a Grammy nod, a gold record, a Wikipedia page, a legion of diehard fans. Every so often you still caught some lone DJ playing it for Throwback Thursday. The bassy intro was epic. Then Emma’s voice launched into the first verse with her trilling, operatic vault that still had the power to raise the hair on Josie’s arms all these years later. Dean waited out of respect for the verse to end. Then he reached to turn off the radio. He cleared his throat.

“You broke a commandment.” He nodded at the glovebox, where Josie’s phone continued to loudly betray her. “You committed vacation heresy.”

“What can I say, I’m heretical.” Josie opened the glovebox. Sure enough: “I knew it. It’s Emma.”

“Don’t pick up, Jo. Please.”

“Something might be wrong.”

“She’s fine. Don’t answer. You know you’ll regret it.”

But Josie couldn’t help herself. First a freakishly rare Kern Primrose, then a nearly-as-endangered broadcast of “American Mosh,” and, at the exact moment, her sister calling? The signs couldn’t be clearer.

“You know she’s going to ask for something. You don’t have to pick up. You can put down the phone. It’s your choice.”

Since when had Dean mastered the tone and cadence of a hostage negotiator? Josie swiped, brought the phone to her ear, and exhaled.

“Em, everything okay?”

“Jojo! Thank God you answered.”

Josie felt her heart plummet below the x-axis of her chest. “What’s wrong?”

“The Mad Mountain Tavern changed dates on us. They moved it up. We’re on tonight.”

Josie took a breath. She was not her sisters’ manager. “I wish I’d known earlier. We could have driven you up.”

“Oh that’s okay,” Emma said.

“Well have you told them there’s no way you can make it?”

“Huh? No. We’re here.”

“You’re where?”

“Here. We flew. We’re loading-in right now.”

Josie clenched her jaw. “Ara’s intake session was this morning. Please tell me she didn’t miss it.”

“Um…”

“I told you,” Josie mouthed to Dean. “Em? Let me talk to her. No, you know what, forget it, I’ll reschedule for her. I’ll call tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Emma said, and then she asked, “Is there any chance you can make it tonight?”

Josie glanced at the dashboard clock. She ignored Dean, who was shaking his head violently and dragging imaginary blades across his throat.

“What time’s sound check?” she asked.

“Nine,” Emma said. “But we have to eat first. And we still haven’t found anyone who can work the merch table…”

“I’ll do it.”

“Oh my God, really? I know you’re on vacation. We were nervous to ask. We don’t want to inconvenience you.”

“You’re not inconveniencing me. I’m offering.”

“Honestly, it would be a huge help.”

Help. The word was a skeleton key that opened every dopamine vault. Josie’s brainstem began dumping huge quantities of the neurotransmitter into her amygdala, her prefrontal cortex, her hippocampus. She understood what was happening, at the cellular level, yet resistance was futile.

“Of course, Em. One hundred percent. I’ll be there.”

“Thanks, Jo.”

“Put Ara on real quick?”

“I stashed the merch bag in the greenroom. Just go in and grab it if we’re onstage. Love you, love you, kiss, kiss, kiss!”

“Wait, put on—”

Emma hung up. Josie made a big show of turning off her phone and returning it to the glovebox. “Their gig got moved up.”

“So I heard,” said Dean flatly.

“We need to go to Caribou. Tonight.”

Dean’s foot tapped the brake for no apparent reason. “I thought we were camping?”

Josie knew she pushed Dean, asked insane things of him. Ironically (sadistically?), the fact that he was incapable of saying “no” often made her push harder.

“They need someone to work the merch table.”

“Your sisters need a favor from you. I am shocked.”

“Dean. This is important. They haven’t gigged in almost a year.”

“Camping reservations at Acadia. Summer weekend. Not easy to get.”

“We’ll only miss one night.”

“Why can’t someone else work the merch table?”

“The merch table isn’t the point.”

“Then what is the point?”

Josie loved ants, in part, because they put other social organisms (like Homo sapiens) to shame. Ant colonies, as she never tired of explaining to anyone willing to listen, are complex social networks comprised almost exclusively of females. And not just females, but sisters, genetically speaking. Sisters who, thanks to the diploidic quirks of ant reproduction (of which almost nobody was willing to listen), share more DNA with one another than they do with their mother. Sisters who are ready to work and fight and sacrifice for each other without second thought. Even if their sisters are impulsive, washed-up rock stars who’d squandered a record label and a semi-fortune. Josie was one of a colony. That was the point. The point was to support Emma and Ara at this lowest asymptote of their career. The point was to check up on Ara, who Josie suspected of using again. A fear so deeply destabilizing that she couldn’t air it aloud, not to Dean, not even to herself. The point was inclusion, for Josie, like every younger sibling since Zeus, hated being left out.

“The point is they need me,” Josie said.

“You do know that you could be like a national spokesperson for unhealthy codependent relationships? I just want to make sure you’re still aware of that career option.”

Josie remained steadfastly unamused. They drove in silence.

Then Dean veered suddenly into the middle lane, shifted to accelerate, gunned the gas, and threaded a slot canyon between two tractor trailers. He punched the steering wheel. He punched the steering wheel again. “Alright. Alright. Let’s go hear some damn music.”







Chapter 2 Josie


The Mad Mountain Tavern was a bigger venue than Josie had expected, capacity one hundred–ish with an actual raised stage. Jojo and the Twins had gigged smaller spots (“The Den Sets”) and larger spots (“Madison Square Garden”), but to Josie the air always tasted the same: burnt electronics, old beer, dollar bills.

Josie and Dean had driven nonstop to make it, and they may have failed if not for the Tavern’s incompetent sound guy. Josie’s sisters were onstage, urging the man to do his job. Ara’s voice came over the speakers—“Little less on the kick drum, please?”—and then, when Sound Guy gave a thumbs-up without touching a knob on his board, Emma said—“Hey, Beefcake, work with us here, we sink or swim together”—and Ara machine-gunned her snare to reset his attention.

Ara sat behind her kit, dressed for comfort: yellow sweatsuit, chunky white sunglasses. Emma wore a tuxedo vest, white leggings, black high tops, her fingers sparkling with silver. Her hair was arranged in a complicated side braid, as long and flowing as Ara’s was close-cropped. Josie waved. They didn’t see her.

Dean, still upset about the U-turn in plans, peeled off for a shot and a beer at the bar. Josie let him sulk. She had work to do. She located the merch bag. She set up the table as she’d done so many times—T-shirts organized by size; posters, pins, and bumper stickers by color—and she purposefully did not dwell upon the fact that Ara was wearing sunglasses indoors. She also did not calculate the baggage costs of flying their gear from Boston against whatever pittance the Mad Mountain Tavern was likely paying. She did lay out the many iterations of American Mosh (cassette, CD, vinyl, flash drive, QR code) and tried hard to admire the variety not as a sign of her sisters’ failure to produce a second album, but a testament to their marketing evolution. A piercing blast of feedback whined from Emma’s monitor speaker.

“My bad,” said Sound Guy.

Josie watched him adjust his knobs and levers while trying not to gawk too obviously at her sisters. His inability to multitask was understandable; Emma and Ara were gorgeous, in every hegemonic, Western, conventional twenty-first-century sense of the word. Adolescent Josie had consumed herself in envy, born only thirteen months after them, with half their nucleotide base pairs, and yet a cruelly divergent phenotype. The Punnett square lottery had not awarded her the gene for blemish-free skin, or a jawline you could cut yourself on, or hair that straightened naturally, or nails so healthy they kept their luster even in the depths of opioid addiction. As for the propensity toward worry weight, water weight, winter weight? The lucky bitches had escaped that fun little gene, adult Josie kidded. Adult Josie could kid with the lucky bitches (kidding!) because she was no longer jealous. She was only sometimes jealous. Like when she convinced Ara to jog mornings with her around Jamaica Pond (endorphins being excellent for recovery) and Ara, after a month, had to quit because she was losing too much weight. But genuine around-the-clock jealousy? Too exhausting in your mid-thirties. Plus, Josie had come to sincerely appreciate the dark wave of her hair, the splash of freckles on her cheeks and chest, her size. She felt solid. Serious. Womanly. Grounded. Unlike her sisters, who seemed as though they might fade and float away. And, of course, with great, conventional beauty came great, conventional cost. Josie had witnessed that for Emma and Ara both.

Ara waved and blew a kiss when she caught Josie staring. Josie shot one back.

“You know the Twins?”

A woman in lavish mascara and a polka-dot rockabilly dress plunked a cardboard box on the merch table. Josie picked up a copy of American Mosh (vinyl) and pointed to the middle of the three bird skeletons that made up the cover art. “That’s me.”

A flash of understanding. An unsolicited hug.

“You’re Jojo! Oh. My. God. Your sisters are my heroes!”

Josie, if asked to create a public service spot for younger siblings of identical twins, could not have done better: You were special and you were in the shadows, usually within the span of a single breath. Or hug.

Rockabilly had a name, Yolanda, and Yolanda was with the Valley Women’s Action Coalition: V-WAC. Emma and Ara played what some people called post–Riot Grrrl punk rock protest music, and although they privately disagreed with the label, they did enjoy coordinating with local social justice groups, offering free promotion and a cut of the door. Josie had left a portion of the merch table unoccupied for this purpose, and Yolanda set about filling it with V-WAC pamphlets, buttons, tank tops (WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TODAY TO SMASH THE PATRIARCHY?), the ubiquitous clipboard with sign-up sheet. Josie bought a tank top, earning karma points that she cashed in later, when Emma and Ara finished sound check and headed backstage.

“Cover for me, Yolanda? If you need help, shout for the drunk skinny dude at the bar.”



The greenroom was a glorified closet. Cinderblocks and sofas. A loud minifridge stocked with High Life. Josie helped herself as Emma stepped into her stage outfit: cheerleading skirt, corset, Day-Glo wig, combat boots. She laced up while talking crowd size. “Pretty decent for last-minute notice, right? I’m feeling super good about tonight. I think we’ll look back on tonight and be like, Caribou, you were it! Know what I mean?”

What Josie knew was that Emma was a pathological optimist. It was endearing. Also enraging. Looking back, they would more likely be like, Jojo, those airline baggage fees were killer and we’re dealing with some fairly grave credit card debt—do us a solid?

“Mom might even be here,” Emma added as she tightened her laces.

Josie scoffed. “Mom said she’d be here?”

“Well not exactly,” said Emma.

“When did you talk to her?”

“We left a message,” Ara said.

“They’re about to set sail,” Josie said. “I seriously doubt she’ll be here.”

“They don’t leave till next week,” Emma said.

“They leave in six days. She has a million things to do to get ready.”

“Who knows?” Emma said.

“I do,” said Josie. “She’s not coming. Sorry.”

“She never called to say she wouldn’t make it,” Ara said.

“That’s very true,” Emma said.

Pinpricks smoldered in Josie’s vision. That she was the one who had sworn off talking to their mother, yet remained the one who tracked the irresponsible logistics of her life, was enough to push someone over the edge. But only if someone wanted to go over the edge, and—as a gift to her sisters, and herself—Josie decided against free fall. She chugged a High Life to cool her insides and did not ask whom her sisters had invited first to the show: Josie or their mother? She did not ask how Ara and Emma hoped to live successful, independent lives without Josie’s help if they couldn’t even caretake for themselves emotionally—if they were so naïve as to genuinely believe that their mother would inconvenience herself one iota to make their gig.

No, Josie thought. Not tonight. Tonight was about the band.

Celebration.

Rebirth.

Like the Kern Primrose moth, safely stowed in the glovebox. Chains of implausible events sometimes did in fact link together to make the impossible happen. The emergence of life on Earth proved that. Maybe Emma was right about Caribou—maybe tonight would be the night where they turned their ship around.

Josie grabbed another beer from the fridge, and sat cross-legged next to Ara, who was applying stripes of glossy face paint. Where Emma liked to chase the spotlight in minimal clothing, Ara preferred to hide behind her drum kit and costumes. She dipped her thumb in the paint pot and dotted Josie’s forehead.

“Thanks for coming, Jo.”

“You kidding? Of course. How are your wrists?”

“Fine.”

“And you?”

“Fine,” Ara said.

“Just fine?”

“Good. I’m feeling good.”

The worry with Ara was that she felt too good. A number of unfortunate factors had led to pain, to Percocet, to OxyContin, to rehab, to a train wreck of SSRIs, to a horrifying fentanyl scare, to more rehab, and all throughout, to the fantasy in which Josie gunned down the family that owned Purdue Pharma.

“Should we open with ‘No Doubt’?” Emma tore a paper plate in thirds to write out set lists for her, Ara, and the hopeless sound guy.

“I’m kind of feeling ‘Cranberries,’ ” Ara said.

“ ‘Zombie,’ ” they said at the same time.

Josie sipped her High Life. Her sisters were flushed with pre-gig glow. Always a joy to experience in proximity. But why was Ara still wearing sunglasses? If her pupils were pinned, game over. Then again, she wasn’t picking at her cuticles, or wiping her nose, or running to the bathroom every five minutes. She wasn’t drinking, or even smoking. None of the old signs. Josie felt like expensive NSA hardware, a highly-tuned instrument bristling with microphones, lenses, and unconstitutional directives. Was Ara using again? She had to know. She didn’t want to know.

“Jojo, can you give this gal a drop-D?”

Emma handed Josie a guitar and tuner, freeing her to stuff the top of her corset with what looked like gauzy red scarves.

Josie’s worry was that Ara had been distant lately. Off. Not herself. It could’ve been anything. But Josie felt in her gut that it was not anything. She’d been playing Nancy Drew, popping into her sisters’ apartment (she paid the rent, she had the right), rooting through Ara’s tote bags, pressing her ear to the door when Ara was in the bathroom, inviting Ara at unpredictable times to walk Jamaica Pond, noting behaviors and moods. Her sleuthing had turned up nothing. But—and this was key—it hadn’t debunked her theory either.

So Josie almost wept with relief when Ara began rubbing her wrists with Tiger Balm.


If Ara needed Tiger Balm, she was expecting her wrists to be in pain.

If Ara was expecting pain, she was not ripped on painkillers.

Q.E.D.



“Get over here.” Josie put aside the guitar and gooped Tiger Balm into Ara’s ropey forearms.

Ara groaned. “It feels so good when someone else does it.”

“Yeah that’s oxytocin. Triggered by human touch. Evolution’s way to keep us from becoming complete dickholes.”

Emma was bouncing on her feet, humming, editing the playlist.

Josie lowered her voice. “Emma said you missed therapy this morning.”

“We were so rushed,” Ara said. “I had to pack.”

“That wasn’t an easy appointment to get.” Josie employed the full spectrum of superhuman pressure required to calm her voice. “There was a really long wait list.”

“I’m sorry,” Ara said.

“Did you at least call to reschedule?”

“I don’t have their number.”

“You couldn’t have looked it up?”

“Sorry.”

Josie sighed. She’d enrolled both Ara and Emma in MassHealth. She’d found the Survivors’ Resource Center, a provider for victims of sexual assault. She’d registered Ara. She’d scheduled Ara’s intake session. She had not driven Ara, nor walked her in, nor camped outside the door. Next time she would. Josie had sat in enough Al-Anon meetings to know that managing another person’s recovery wasn’t an ideal route to success. But it was a hundred percent more ideal than no recovery.

“Hey, Jo?” Ara said.

“What?”

“You’re hurting me.”

Josie glanced down. She was squeezing Ara’s wrists to the bone. “Sorry.” She reminded herself not to go over the edge. But her feet kept shuffling toward the edge. They always did. “I just think it couldn’t hurt to be more proactive. Just a smidge.”

“I know.”

“And I can help you. I’m here for you. Whatever you need, Ara. Whenever.”

“Thanks.”

“Hey I’d love to keep playing spa,” Emma said, “but we’re on in like, T-minus five.”

Josie took her cue. She raided the fridge, grabbing as many beers as she could carry for Dean. Emma stopped her with a straight arm across the door.

“Wait. We have to tell you something.”

“What? What’s wrong?”

Emma smiled. “You’re the greatest.”

“Officially, Jo, you are.” Ara opened her arms. “Band hug?”



Josie, in the eighth grade, had convinced Mrs. Enos, her science teacher, to donate a jar of iodine crystals for Josie’s “crystal garden.” But Josie was not growing crystals. She was conducting experiments, following the Big Book of Mischief, which she’d downloaded off the new World Wide Web:


	1) Use coffee filter to strain ammonia through iodine crystals

	2) Allow crumbly mixture to dry into nuggets

	3) Toss nuggets against hard surface

	4) Enjoy explosion and purple smoke



Ara had heard the blast, grabbed Emma’s learner’s permit, and driven Josie to the emergency room so a doctor could diagnose a perforated right eardrum. Decades later, Josie’s hearing had never fully recovered, yet she could sense, within the first eight bars of “Zombie,” that her sisters’ show at the Mad Mountain Tavern was going to be painfully too loud.

The problem was physics: mass. There weren’t enough bodies in the audience. Thirty humans, max. With so little organic matter to soak up Ara’s cymbal crashes and Emma’s operatics, the sound ricocheted off the walls and ceiling, harsh and desperate. Josie hoped she was being overly sensitive, but then Dean—sweaty and red from dancing—came over with twists of bar napkin in his ears and two more in his palm for her.

“No thanks,” she shouted. Earplugs felt traitorous.

He jabbed a thumb at the stage. “They sound off to you?”

“They sound awesome. It’s the venue. You know how it is with these local sound guys.”

“You’re glowing!” Dean touched her forehead where Ara had dotted her with what turned out to be black-light-activated paint. “That means you want to dance.”

Dean was drunk and happy, the campground at Acadia a distant afterthought. His capacity for forgiveness, given sufficient alcohol, was inexhaustible, and Josie loved him for it. She followed him onto the dance floor.

They jumped in with the diehards crowding the stage. The diehards screamed along to Emma’s every word, rocking faded T-shirts from the glory years. These people adored her sisters, and so Josie adored them. Tonight, however, the diehards were giving off a “rare-night-out” vibe that only enhanced the depressive atmosphere. More embarrassing were the activists with the Valley Women’s Action Coalition: short skirts, dark lipstick, thigh tattoos, and all of them huddled by the bar, blue-faced in phone glow, ignoring Emma and Ara onstage.


	
OBSERVATION: Diehards aging out, youth unimpressed.

	
HYPOTHESIS: Jojo and the Twins will adapt or perish.



Her sisters, if they noticed, didn’t care. Ara smiled from behind her kit, layering in vocals, her face streaked in glowing paint. Emma was looping guitar with bass and keys and lyrics, stomping pedals and running the stage, dancing over wires and cords while keeping the diehards happy on their toes. But Dean was right: Something sounded off. And it wasn’t the sound guy.

Josie put her finger on it during “Irishman,” when Ara, instead of landing on the final downbeat like she had a million times, came in a ghost-beat late. Josie saw a flash of horror cross Emma’s face. As quickly as it appeared, Emma swallowed it and introduced Yolanda, drawing the loudest cheer of the evening.

Yolanda leapt onstage. She pitched V-WAC, inviting everyone to a sit-in at a state senator’s office next week. Then, in an odd reversal—usually the band pimped the cause, not vice versa—she said, “The Tayloe sisters rock. The Mosh for Women’s Lives? That was all them. And that’s how we fight, in the streets. Because no election is gonna save us. So support your sisters in the struggle. If you love the Twins, share their music. If you don’t, pull your head out of your twat and buy their album now.”

Emma rode the applause, launching into “Round Two,” and there—right there—Ara was off again. Late in silencing a cymbal. Then rushing the kick drum. Now that Josie was actively listening, the mistakes were glaring. But she was too busy for prolonged observation because Yolanda’s plug had drawn folks off their stools. Josie called Dean to the merch table to handle the credit card purchases. She was restocking medium T-shirts when the crowd went wild, stomping the floor in time with Ara’s kick drum.

“American Mosh.” That epic intro. Even the youth recognized it.

The bass thumped Josie’s chest like grapeshot. She caught the rabid faces of the diehards—there was Wanda the biker chick!—and the hot lights and the artificial fog. Her sisters were putting on a show. Emma belted the chorus, her voice vaulting into a haunting, soulful ache that always seemed impossible, coming from an instrument so slender. She held the last note, on and on and on, casting red scarves from her chest in handfuls, sharing her heart with the world.



Josie was so buzzed with adrenaline, and the post-show merch rush, and Wanda muscling through the crowd for a sweaty hug, that she almost missed Emma bolting from backstage, her face red and puffy.

“Em! Wait up!”

Emma ignored her. She grabbed Sound Guy and pulled him outside.

Josie followed, leaving Dean to manage the table.

“Emma! Em?”

She turned the corner to find Emma and Sound Guy smashing face in the alley. Josie cleared her throat. Emma slapped Sound Guy on the ass, telling him to wait in his car.

“How’d we sound?” Emma’s voice was raspy, her eyes red.

“What’s wrong?” Josie said. “Have you been crying?”

“No.” Emma wiped the corner of an eye.

Josie cut right to it: “Ara sounded off.”

“Off? You thought she was off?”

It was like Emma was new to the word. Alarm bells clanged in Josie’s head. She had a question. She wanted an answer.

“Shoot,” said Emma.

“What the hell is going on?”

Emma said, “What are you talking about?” but her face gave it all away.

Josie felt her insides split like a milkweed pod.

“Is it pills? Tell me, Em. Is she using again?”

Emma crossed her arms. “Ara is not using pills again.”

“You sound like you’re on the stand. What is it? Talk to me. I’m her sister, too.”

Emma looked over her shoulder. Sound Guy gave a thumbs-up from a red Jeep. “I’m tired, Jo. I need to get laid. Stop worrying for once. I got this.”

Josie grabbed her wrist. “What does that mean? What’s there to get?”

Emma opened her mouth like she was about to say something, but Sound Guy honked the horn. She twisted free from Josie’s hand.

“Thanks for tonight, Jojo. You rocked the merch.”

Josie walked a calming lap around the parking lot, vowing to be gentler with Ara. She found her smoking with Dean and Yolanda and some others at the side entrance. The V-WAC crew wanted to go skinny-dipping in a quarry. Josie sent Dean with them. She wanted to talk with her sister in private, she said. She asked Ara to hang back.

They sat on the hood of Dean’s 4Runner, feet on the bumper. Ara smelled like sweat, Tiger Balm, tobacco. She lit a new cigarette. She was bubbly on what Josie hoped was post-gig adrenaline, describing the flight from Boston, the cute little prop plane, the tiny airport, the dream she’d had again, where all three of them were holding hands on the roof of their old house…

Josie half listened. She was more interested in the fact that Ara was still wearing her sunglasses. And babbling. Slurring, one might say? No, not slurring. Possibly slurring? Josie couldn’t decide. And why wasn’t she icing her wrists? Her wrists were usually killing her, post-gig. Maybe Tiger Balm was enough? Josie wanted to ask, had to ask, could not bear to ask. That muzzle of denial.

“Is everything okay with Em? She seemed upset.”

Ara rested her head on Josie’s shoulder. “Tonight wasn’t my best performance.”

“You sounded great.”

“Ha.”

“Well, you haven’t gigged in a while. Maybe you’re rusty?”

“Maybe.”

Josie squeezed Ara’s hand, her palm calloused and blood-blistered from a lifetime of keeping the beat.

“It’s probably a good thing Mom didn’t make it,” Ara said.

Josie took a deep breath. Deeper. Deepest.

“I don’t understand why you get your hopes up with her.”

“It doesn’t hurt to hope.”

“I so completely disagree.” Josie could not talk another minute about their mother. “Want to see something crazy I found on the way up here?”

“Duh.”

Josie hopped down. She opened the passenger door and reached for the glove compartment.

“Dean and I can take your gear back, by the way. Save you baggage fees. Or we could all drive home together—or, hey, what if you come to Acadia with us? That would be so fun!”

“Emma hates camping.”

“Emma doesn’t have to come.”

“Maybe.”

“Come on! Get outside, stare at the ocean, skip some rocks, hug a tree—it always makes me feel better, being in nature.”

“You don’t have to worry about me all the time, Jo.”

Josie’s hand froze on the glovebox latch. “That’s a little difficult for me to hear, Ara, if I’m being honest. You skipped therapy. Do you have any idea how much time I spent navigating MassHealth to get you that appointment?”

“I messed up. I said I was sorry.”

Josie could feel her ribosomes vibrating in frustration. She reminded herself to be gentle.

“You’re in their system now. It’s all good. I’ll reschedule. I can drive you next time. We can get lunch after.”

“Jo. Stop worrying.”

“I’m not worrying, I’m helping.”

“Well you can’t.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. I’m just… Sometimes I’m, like—I can’t do this anymore.”

“Can’t do what?”

Ara waved her cigarette like a lasso.

“Can’t do what, Ara?” Josie meant to sound concerned, not condescending, but her voice had that unfortunate jab.

Ara looked at Josie. She took a drag from her cigarette, shot an arrow of smoke from the corner of her mouth, and smiled. “Nothing. I’m just tired. Honestly, I feel pretty great.”

And Ara, speaking honestly, did feel pretty great. For although Josie didn’t know—couldn’t know, would’ve spontaneously combusted right there in the parking lot like a white-hot coil of magnesium ribbon if she did know—Ara had enjoyed three modest bumps of heroin that evening.


	
Bump #1: precisely measured by Emma before the show.

	
Bump #2: snuck in haste before going onstage.

	
Bump #3: consumed flamboyantly, post-encore, in the greenroom as Emma screamed and cried her face off.



All bumps had long since immigrated past Ara’s blood-brain barrier and metabolized into morphine, where they continued to hug every grateful opioid receptor in her skull.

“I’m glad you feel great,” Josie said. “But if you need help, you’ll ask, right? You’ll let me know? Right?”

“Yes.”

“You promise?”

“Cross my heart.” Ara rubbed her face. She smiled. “Know what I thought, looking out the window, on the flight here?”

“What?” Josie said, wearily. She felt weak, defeated. She opened the glovebox and took out the bundle of napkins.

“How we’ll be sisters longer than anything. We’ll know each other longer than Mom, or Dean, or if we have kids. Pretty wild, if you think about it.”

Josie thought about it. Her eyes blurred. Her sisters had control of her neurochemistry like few others. One little compliment, a band hug, the chance to help. Talk about a shot of oxytocin to the mainline. She was woozy, drowning in the stuff as she unwrapped the Kern Primrose. And so she was shocked, but perhaps not as shocked as she should’ve been, when the moth shuttered in her palm.

She gasped and cupped her hands. The moth fluttered its wings, a brush so light against her palms that Josie almost believed she was imagining it. Was she?

She cracked her hands. The moth was still.

“Ara, did you see that?”

“I saw it.” Ara had pushed her sunglasses onto the crown of her head. If Josie hadn’t been so sideswiped by the Kern Primrose, she may have noticed her sister’s pupils, pinned to the size of mold spores.

Josie gently blew on the moth. It didn’t move. But it had. It had. Science, Josie had discovered long ago, was a lifelong exercise in humility; the more you learned, the more your ignorance grew. How to explain that certain species of forest mushrooms have thousands of genders? Or the evolutionary discontinuity between simple prokaryotic cells and complex nucleated life? And what the fuck was going on with black matter? Or quantum entanglement? Or caring about your sisters so deeply that you sometimes hated them? She laughed in disbelief.


	
OBSERVATION: Dead Kern Primrose resurrects.

	
HYPOTHESIS: Omen of fresh starts, life, new things to come.



For what is life if not a four-billion-year-old recycling program? A continual renewal, a turning over. A moth is an omen like a sunrise is an omen. Big changes, they are always—always—coming. Josie could count on that.







Chapter 3 Emma


Emma crossed Blue Hill Avenue, hiked through Franklin Park, and summited Centre Street. It was Monday morning, the disastrous Caribou gig two days behind her. She needed caffeine.

Back when Emma and Ara were freshmen at Berklee and rode the Orange Line out for shows, The Fountain was a biker bar meets Kurt Cobain mancave meets Mass Art meat market. The stage used to be in the corner where a barista with a leather apron was now designing a swan in the oat milk froth of Emma’s latte. The one time Emma and Ara had gigged here, their set ended abruptly when an eighty-sixed customer backed his Harley through the door and burned rubber, filling the place with tire fumes. Memories.

The new Fountain was exposed brick, Edison bulbs, a server with cheekbones and biceps that Emma wanted to lick. A display of local beets and basil advertised the name of the farmer (Gregory) who’d harvested them. Gentrification, if you could afford to live within hiking distance, was an unjust, beautiful thing.

The server walked over with her latte. While waiting for it to cool, Emma popped in her earbuds to review the Mad Mountain Tavern set. A band ritual of theirs, listening together to critique live shows, the way professional athletes might review game film. But trying to parse the set alone, without Ara, was like attempting a G-chord without a middle finger: she couldn’t make the root note she needed. She swiped over to check her messages again.

Sister, Sister, where art thou, Sister?

No word from Ara in almost twenty-four hours. The Caribou gig, looking back, had been one drawn-out fight, interrupted by an all-too-brief set making music onstage. They’d fought before the show. They’d fought after the show. They’d fought on the Ikea sofa bed at Yolanda’s house, where they spent the night. They’d fought across the aisle of the tiny prop plane as it buzzed into Boston. They’d fought in the backseat on the ride from Logan.

They’d fought because Ara had broken the rules. She’d gone behind Emma’s back to get high. She’d embarrassed Emma onstage. And Emma had registered her disapproval, as any bandmate would. In retrospect, she could’ve practiced a little more diplomacy. Words had been said that couldn’t be unsaid. Ara had run off and not come home. To someone as chemically dependent as her sister, Emma knew this could mean one of two things. Either Ara had copped, or she was suffering terribly.

Other scenarios were possible, too, of course, but Emma refused to follow them into the D-minor darkness. Instead, she called Josie. Again. Her responsible younger sister had chosen the worst possible time to unplug and disappear into the woods. Her phone went to voicemail. Again.

“Hi Jojo. Um. Call me—”

“—Sorry, I never do this, but do you know you have the most gorgeous hair?”

A woman was standing behind Emma, palming a lock of her hair. Strangers said they didn’t often do this, but they did, touching Emma’s hair as if it were a public good. Yes, her hair was long and extraordinarily well-conditioned. Yes, folks meant well. Still. Boundaries, people?

Emma hung up, and air-groped the woman’s chest. “Sorry, I never do this, but you have the most gorgeous tits.”

The woman mumbled a thank-you and retreated to her table.

Emma shrugged at the server, who had come to check on her. “What? She does.”

Emma was wearing her leather moto jacket over a lacy sundress, and Ara’s espadrilles. She’d caught the server staring when she walked in, and watched him until he knew he’d been caught, then continued watching him until he felt sufficiently encouraged, which, he finally did.

“Sorry, I never do this,” he said, refilling her water, “but can I get your number?”

After settling her bill, she bought an avocado at the Yuppie Bodega and spooned bites in line at the bank, waiting to make her deposits: their earnings from the Caribou gig, a very late payment for performing “American Mosh” at a Ritz-Carlton Bat Mitzvah (clearly for the parents and parents’ friends, not the bored middle-schoolers), a DistroDude payout for a documentary on celebrity kitchens that had used “American Mosh” in the opening credits. And the latest batch of royalty checks. The trick in depositing royalty checks was waiting until enough accumulated. The shock still walloped, but with less apocalyptic flair.


	
PayMe: $150.21

	
Awesong: $101.35

	
WePlay: $4.07



WePlay paid four-one-thousandths of a cent per stream. Four-one-hundredths if the album streamed from beginning to end. Awesong was less mercenary, taking ten percent of sales, but they sold downloads exclusively. The problem with downloads was that nobody bought them anymore but diehards, who either owned your music already, or had the decency to get it off your website (where PayMe took its pound). Jojo and the Twins—in the spirit of the peer-to-peer file sharing that had made them famous—let fans pay what they wanted. Most everyone paid something. That was the good news. The bad news: the same technology that had launched their career was now delivering them into poverty. Emma didn’t need to be rich. She’d been rich. This was humiliating.

Another question strangers often felt the need to ask: Can you read your twin’s mind?

If only.



On the walk home, Emma turned down a marriage proposal, flipped off a guy who suggested she smile, recorded a voice memo of a melody that popped into her head, and replied “Amen!” to an elderly man’s “Gracias a Dios!” She and Ara lived across Franklin Park, in Mattapan, a distant Pluto in the solar system of urban renewal, just now experiencing the first bleeps and bloops from the hungry inner planets. When Emma said goodmorning to neighbors, her clear white skin screamed: “Breweries are coming! Displacement is near!” Living in Mattapan made her feel guilty for being alive. Not an ideal situation, but until they finished their next album, they’d live wherever Josie could afford to pay their rent.

Emma let herself in. She called Ara’s name. No response. She closed the door. The sound of the latch catching torqued her gut with worry. She boiled water for tea, played some Le Tigre to cloak the silence, and checked the piano bench. The piano bench was where she kept their old gig tapes, including one beat-up jewel case (Paradise Lounge, 2001) that hid a plastic baggie with Ara’s heroin. All drugs were accounted for.

Emma was Ara’s bagman. She bought for Ara, hid from Ara, double-checked with fentanyl test strips for Ara, measured precise doses at precise intervals for Ara. For months now, Emma had done this. It was terrible. Nauseatingly, hallucinatorily terrible. At times, Emma couldn’t believe what she had agreed to. A surreal feeling, similar to dreaming. But Ara had overdosed once before. If she’d been alone, she would’ve died. Emma understood the stakes. Plus, Ara had asked her. Begged. Cried. Told Emma she was scared, needed help tapering off, couldn’t do it alone. She called it harm reduction. She said that Bob Weir had been bagman for Jerry Garcia.

“Remind me again how that went for Jerry.”

“Forget it,” Ara had said, “I’ll ask Roman.”

Roman—Ara’s ex—was unsuitable to Emma in almost every way. So Emma accepted the job. She took the job seriously. Because the job was extremely serious. Required megawatts of attention. She had to balance Ara’s wrist pain versus Ara’s band obligations, while factoring in variables like sleep and how much she’d eaten and the desperation with which she made her case for more. When Emma got the balance right, Ara was surprisingly functional with her beats, her harmonies, life in general. But too far one way, and she got dopesick. Too far the other way, and she was nodding off. She hadn’t written new lyrics in forever. And then there was hiding everything from Josie until Ara could taper off. If Jojo found out—Emma and Ara agreed—it would be nuclear winter for all.

Emma sliced some celery and opened a jar of peanut butter. She left another message with Josie. She plugged her favorite headphones into her favorite amp and looped pentatonic scales on her favorite guitar until the steel of the strings bit pleasantly through her calluses. She decided to be officially worried. Worried and pissed. They had work to do. A band to run. An album to write. Ara had to pull her shit together.

She left another message with Josie. And another with Dean. She called the Dorothy Day House, hoping one of the Catholic Workers would pick up and connect her with their mother, but the phone just rang. She even called Roman. The full round robin. Was this an Emma boycott? She wondered if she ought to be widening her net, calling hospitals. Did people really do that?

Right then a slag of sound-absorbent waffle foam seized this symbolic moment to peel off the wall in a slow rip. Emma watched as it knocked over an aloe plant, scattering soil across the floor. Their apartment, a shifting marsh of cardboard boxes, some still unpacked, reeked of squalor. Emma kicked a box in the ribs. It coughed up a CD: American Mosh. She used her thumbnail to slice the plastic wrap, then she opened the jewel case and snapped the CD in half. Ten years ago, she and Ara had occupied the top floor of a warehouse-conversion by the Brooklyn Bridge. Rooftop patio, statement-piece chandelier, afternoon light like you wouldn’t believe. Now their bedroom was a home music studio with a mattress in the corner. It smelled faintly like cat from previous tenants. The one window had a curtain that was not a curtain but a black velvet Elvis tapestry from a local thrift store named Boomerangs.

She called Ara again. She called Josie again. She shuffled to the record player and put on Smiley Smile, which wasn’t the Beach Boys’ best album, but certainly the most chill (allegedly engineered to help the listener come down from an acid trip). This particular record, under usual circumstances, had a soothing effect on Emma. But these were not usual circumstances. Her nerves wouldn’t loosen. She put her face in her hands. She had to stop pretending this wasn’t an emergency. She moaned. She had to start calling hospitals. She couldn’t. Instead she booted up her monitor, minimized Logic Pro, and maximized Ara’s email, trying variations of their birthday, their childhood address, and so on, until she remembered the password (GoodV!brations) in six tries.

Ara’s inbox was unhelpful. Three library hold-notifications (Herbal Healing for Addiction, Even Cowgirls Get the Blues, The Dispossessed), an offer to join a clinical trial, a bunch of social media notifications, and a message from the Survivors’ Resource Center: Ara had missed her intake session. They wanted to reschedule but couldn’t get ahold of her.

Join the club, Emma thought. And then her phone rang.

She slipped on the soil of the aloe plant, banging her shin on a crate of XLR cables as she scrambled for her phone. A number she didn’t recognize. She swiped.

“Ara?”

“Um, this is Ian.”

“Who?” She knew a thousand Ians. “Are you with Ara?”

“Is this Emma?”

“Listen, who—I’m kind of extremely busy right now.”

“This is Ian, from the Fountain? You gave me your number this morning?”

She rubbed her knee. She’d never been so disappointed to hear from such a good-looking man. “Right. Sorry. I’m waiting to hear from my sister.”

“Oh. Want company while you wait?”



Ian from the Fountain. He’d moved from Connecticut two years ago, he said. Jamaica Plain was way less manicured back then. Condos were ruining everything. When he finished college he’d played a season of American football in Italy. He’d hopped freight trains with buddies. He had a memoir in him, he believed, but worried people wouldn’t take it seriously, because of his age.

“How old are you?” Emma asked.

“Twenty-three. How old are you?”

Emma laughed. She got him off her mattress with a playful kick to his butt and said she’d tell him if he made her a cup of tea. She watched him tiptoe naked through the debris field of her apartment, and calculated that he’d been in elementary school when she and Ara had led the first Mosh for Women’s Lives.

“So you’re in a band.” He set the kettle on the hot plate with a clatter. “What kind of music do you play?”

She pulled on his T-shirt, walked across the room, and plugged her phone into her workstation. She was showing off, but whatever—she’d earned the right, and it worked, every time. She hit play. “American Mosh” boomed through the apartment. Ian spun.

“Shut up! This is you?”

“Me and my sister.”

“I know this song!”

Emma laughed. Ian’s excitement was so genuine that she briefly considered breaking her no-boys-sleepover rule. Not since Ara was last in rehab had Emma spent more than one night by herself. The apartment was too quiet. She had to fill the void with something.

She turned down the music when Ian brought her a cup of tea. This was his first time to Mattapan, and he couldn’t understand why everyone didn’t live over here, he said. Did Emma realize what people would pay for this much space? He shared a two-bedroom unit on Centre Street with three college buddies; it was the only way they could afford rent. To him, Emma’s apartment did not reek of squalor. He found it great they had room for their amps, mixers, looping pedals, guitars, keyboards. Their costumes, shoes, drumsticks, capos, picks. Their tuners, Fast Fret, harmonicas, and backstage lanyards from defunct music festivals. He thought the high ceilings were great. The molding. It was all really, really great.

He explored, picking and pawing through her belongings with the delicacy of a toddler archeologist. It felt invasive, but as long as he wasn’t wearing clothes, Emma wasn’t complaining. Not until he flipped open the record player and lifted Smiley Smile from the turntable.

“Put that down!” she yelled, jumping off the bed, spilling tea on the floor.

He flinched, almost dropping the record.

“Careful!” she said, taking it from him. Not only did Smiley Smile have the unique power to soothe Emma’s nerves, it also happened to be the last remaining record from their father’s collection. She couldn’t relax until it was safe in its cardboard sleeve and propped up behind her workstation monitor.

“That’s off limits,” she said. “You can play with literally anything else.”

“Like this?”


Presented to Emma and Araminta Tayloe to commemorate RIAA Certified Gold Sales and Streams of more than 500,000 copies of the GhostTrain single “American Mosh.”



Ian had picked up their gold record. It was framed, and still in the original bubble tape packaging. “Why isn’t this on your wall? I didn’t even know these things were real.”

Emma shrugged. “It was a long time ago. I don’t care that much about the past. I’m all about the future, you know?”

“I do,” Ian nodded. His sincerity, in conjunction with the way he was holding her record, at dick height, produced a jarring image that felt emblematic of Emma’s career in a way that she did not wish to put her finger on.

“What else have you recorded?” He leaned the gold record back against the wall.

Emma closed her eyes. There was no question that she’d answered, and hated, more.

“Not every musician is Dylan,” she said. “We don’t just release every shitty thing that we make. Music is like sex. You can rush it, sure, but why not take your time?”

The truth was that after the success of American Mosh, their sophomore album had to be as good, if not better. And with each year that passed, the expectations had grown greater and greater.

The truth was that Ara was the beating, creative heart of the band, yet she had not been her beating, creative self for a very long time.

The truth was that although Emma had every right to make music without Ara, her one solo project—Tigress—had proven that she should never try anything like that ever again.

The truth was that Jojo and the Twins were en route to becoming one-hit wonders.

But Emma refused to accept this label. It would mean they’d made their best music as teenagers, which was too depressing. Worse, a one-hit wonder could only become a one-hit wonder retroactively, and if their career was over, that meant Ara was broken and Emma would never be able to put her back together.

“Anyway,” she said, “we’re about quality, not quantity. Look at Lauryn Hill. She only made one record, and it was perfect.”

“Lauryn who?”

Emma laughed. She shook her head as she flipped through her crate of vinyl, looking for Miseducation so she could blow his young dumb mind. Just then, however, her phone lit up. Since it was still plugged into her workstation speakers, her ringtone chimed through the apartment.

Another unknown number, this one from Bogastow. She couldn’t swipe fast enough.

“Hello?! Ara?”

This is a collect call from the Massachusetts Department of Corrections…

A beat of silence—no more than a sixteenth-note, but enough for Emma’s blood to rush to her head and her hand to glance against the mug on her workstation desk and the mug to shatter on the floor and the tea to slosh and mix with the dry soil of the aloe plant—and then Ara’s shaky voice, at full volume, through the speakers.

“Hey Sis. It’s me…”

“Ara! Are you okay? Where—”

Do you accept the charges? said an automated voice.

“Yes!” Emma cried. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”
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