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For Jannicke—


If you hadn’t found the right pasty shop, I don’t know if this book would exist. Fingers crossed.




VERSION 1




No, that’s not right. It’s Sarah who wants to go to the Redner’s Quick Stop. She really wanted Cherry Coke and we only have regular. That’s how it starts.


I’m like, “Seriously? It’s midnight.”


And she’s like, “I’m having a craving, okay? And you’re on your third Coke Zero today, so don’t judge me.”


So I’m like, “Fine, go get a Cherry Coke if it’s so important to you.”


And that’s when she leaves the apartment.


FYI, the whole “having a craving” thing is a lie because even though her doctor said a little caffeine during pregnancy was okay, she’s been avoiding it for seven months—or I guess five months, since that’s how long she’s known she’s pregnant—because one of those online mommy-to-be groups was saying how any caffeine at all during pregnancy would give the baby ADHD or Down syndrome or something. I remember the conversation because I had told her that’s not how Down syndrome works and if those women thought you could give a baby Down syndrome by drinking Cherry Coke then she probably shouldn’t listen to anything they have to say.


So last night when she heads out, she doesn’t really have a craving for Cherry Coke. She just wants an excuse to visit the Quick Stop because she has a crush on the guy who works the night shift. I mean, I guess he’s sort of okay-looking? Like, he has acne scars but good teeth, and I know he doesn’t smoke because Sarah says he complains that the employees who smoke get extra cigarette breaks and she tells him that she totally agrees with how unfair that is, even though, like me, she smoked almost a pack a day until she peed on that stick.


Anyway, she leaves, and of course I’m nervous about her being out that late. The Quick Stop guy isn’t a creep or anything, so it’s not that, but the walk to and from our apartment? I mean, you know what that’s like, right? So even though I’m seriously tired, I wait up and watch TV because I want to make sure she gets home okay. I mean, if your pregnant little sister goes missing or gets hit by a car or something, it’s up to you to report it, isn’t it? Or if, like, the police need to notify someone, they’ll come to you first, won’t they, since your parents don’t even live in the state anymore?


So she’s been gone about fifteen minutes and I’m sitting there, wrapped up in a blanket with my feet on the coffee table watching replays of Castellanos and Turner’s home runs from the Phillies game last night—suck it, Braves, they can win the division all they want, but they’ll never beat us in the postseason—and anyway I’m humming “Dancing on My Own” and thinking about maybe cleaning up some of the empty Coke bottles lying around because the apartment’s starting to smell, when Sarah runs through the door all out of breath, super pale—no Cherry Coke in sight. And before I can ask her what happened, she says, “I saw her.”


No, hang on, before I talk about that, what you need to know about Sarah is that she’s a scaredy-cat. Thunderstorms, the dark, clowns, porcelain dolls with those eyes that follow you around the room—all of it. She’s scared of so many things, I’ve even come up with this alert-level system to rank how scared she is. A one is your low-level standard barking dog, strange noise, home alone at night-type fears. Five is the highest. These are the code-red situations. A man following her home from work, potential death in the family, ghosts. I’m serious. Ghosts are, like, a huge phobia of hers. Phasmophobia, that’s what it’s called. I looked it up. I like looking things up, and one of the things I like looking up the most is stuff about the supernatural. Sarah and I are total opposites that way. Ouija boards, haunted houses, horror movies, true-life ghost stories—I love all of it. I even wrote a paper in college about the witch trials in Scotland and all the women who were burned to death. I can’t remember what the paper was supposed to be about, but that’s what I wrote. Anyway, I’m not saying I believe in any of it. I just find it cool. Interesting. I mean, getting burned alive isn’t interesting or cool. Poor choice of words. Fascinating, maybe?


But Sarah’s not into that stuff, especially ghosts. I mean, she once locked herself in her bedroom for an hour blaring Taylor Swift on repeat after trying to watch The Woman in Black because she thought her crush on Daniel Radcliffe would trump her fear of ghosts. It didn’t.


Anyway, she’s been like this ever since this one summer we spent at our grandma and grandpa’s house—our mom’s parents. They live in this old farmhouse in New York state near Binghamton. It’s seriously old and seriously run-down. Plus it’s in the middle of nowhere, so there’s, like, nothing out there except fields and trees and a bunch of rusting pickup trucks that we weren’t allowed to go near. No Wi-Fi, the TV reception was awful, and Grandma and Grandpa didn’t even have a DVD player. So when we stayed with them, all there was to do was run around with their border collie or play some dusty board games that had been our mom’s when she was little. If you couldn’t guess, it was really fucking boring. So once, as a joke, I locked Sarah in the cellar.


I wasn’t trying to be mean. We’d been playing hide-and-seek a lot, and she’d hid down there tons of times before. So it wasn’t like I was trying to terrify her or anything. I just thought it would make her angry. So we started playing and I counted to ten, waited a bit, then crept over and locked the cellar door. I made this big fuss of checking the rest of the house and making a lot of noise so she’d think I couldn’t find her. Then I went back to the kitchen and waited.


And waited.


And waited.


It had never taken me that long to find her before, so I figured she would get bored and give up. I waited for her to rattle the door, shout for help, call me names.


Nothing.


I can’t remember how much time passed. An hour? Maybe two? I was super bored by then, but I didn’t want to give in because I thought, Okay, she’s figured out my plan, and she didn’t want to give me the satisfaction of getting upset.


So more time passed, and Grandma and Grandpa got back from the store or came in from gardening or whatever it was they were doing and told me to get Sarah.


I sighed—very dramatically—then unbolted the door and called down to her. Told her I gave up, she won, it was time for dinner.


Nothing.


I called her some names, told her I wasn’t playing anymore. The game was over, yada yada.


Still nothing.


So I stomped down the stairs and switched on the light.


At first I didn’t see her.


I thought maybe I’d got it wrong. Maybe she’d been hiding somewhere else in the house after all. And I was about to go back upstairs when I saw something in the far corner. This little splash of pink in all the brown and rust. It was Sarah, huddled in this tiny, tiny ball, knees tucked to her chest, back pressed so hard against the wall, it was like she was trying to sink into it. She was super pale and her body was trembling and her eyes were glued to this empty spot across the cellar.


I swear I said her name fifty times before I could get her to look at me and another fifty before I could get her to move. Once I did finally get her upstairs, Grandma and Grandpa could tell something was wrong and yelled at me for tormenting her, said it was an unkind thing to do, especially after what just happened to our Uncle Mitchell, and sent me to bed without anything to eat. But I wasn’t angry about it. I was actually really worried ’cause I’d never ever seen Sarah like that and I didn’t know what was wrong. I had no idea what had happened. I just knew it felt like it was my fault.


Sarah and I were sharing a room, and when she came to bed, I apologized like crazy. I told her I never meant to hurt her, I would never hurt her, and whatever happened, I would fix it. I would always fix it. I was her big sister. It was my job to always take care of her.


But she wouldn’t talk to me. Not for, like, another week. It wasn’t until the night after we came home that she came into my room and told me she’d seen a ghost. But that was all she’d say. I couldn’t get her to tell me what it looked like, what it did, how long it was there, anything. And I didn’t even realize how big a problem it was until that Halloween when she wet herself after she saw a little girl dressed up as a ghost.


I wanted to check it out for myself. Research, you know. But Grandma and Grandpa never had us over for a summer again, and when we do visit, they’ve never let us back in the cellar.


To this day, whatever happened down there is, like, only one of two secrets Sarah’s ever kept from me.


No, I know this isn’t a game. I know she’s not playing hide-and-seek or something. I’m not stupid. That’s not what I think she’s doing. I mean, I don’t know what she’s doing. All I know is what I already told you: the last time I saw Sarah was at the river. I haven’t seen her or heard from her since. That’s why I’m here.


No, it wasn’t her idea to go there. It was mine, sort of. Well, actually it was our Aunt Joanie’s. But it wasn’t my idea to leave the apartment. I only agreed to go because I didn’t think we’d be gone that long. I thought we’d do a quick circle around the city, not find anything, come home, go to bed.


Yes, the river was supposed to be our last stop.


No, I didn’t run away. That’s wrong. No, what happened was that when we got there, Sarah and Jeremy ran off ahead of me like they were possessed or something. They left me behind. Not the other way around.


Yes, I did try looking for them. It was only after I couldn’t find them that I left.


Yes, I took Jeremy’s car. But I didn’t steal it. I took it so I could go get help. I’d lost my phone and I couldn’t find either of them, and the car was all I had. What else should I have done?


No, I didn’t go home first. I told you I drove straight from the river to Zadie’s. And then the two of us went together to look for them and, when we still couldn’t find them, that’s when we decided we should come here.


No, I have no idea where Sarah could be. I know she’s not home ’cause Zadie and I checked. And that was the first time I returned home since Sarah, Jeremy, and I left together late Friday night. Or, I guess it was early this morning by then. Zadie’s tried texting and calling Sarah, but Sarah hasn’t answered and her phone goes straight to voicemail. If Sarah’s tried to text me, I wouldn’t know ’cause I don’t have my phone, like I said. But if Sarah still has her phone, I don’t know why she wouldn’t respond to Zadie.


So no, I don’t know where Sarah is and I don’t know what’s happened to her. All I know is that the last time I saw her, it was at the river. And she was with Jeremy. So why don’t you find Jeremy and ask him? And once you do, why don’t you ask him about the last six months, or the last year? See if he can keep his story straight? Because I bet you he can’t. He is such a liar. You can’t believe anything he says. So when you do get the chance to ask him about last night, he’ll make something up, I know it. He’ll say something like, it all started when he came over because he always thinks the story begins and ends with him. But last night? He can’t know how it all started because he wasn’t even there. He didn’t show up until after Sarah got back from the Quick Stop and told me what she saw.


So, yeah, like I was saying, Sarah bursts through the door and goes, “I saw her.”


Now, it’s just after midnight and I haven’t slept much lately, so my brain is all over the place. Which is why, when Sarah says that, I’m like, “Who?”


It’s a stupid question because there’s only one person Sarah could be talking about, and Sarah knows it’s a stupid question so she doesn’t answer. Just stands with her back pressed to the door like some monster is going to bust its way in.


So I say, “What do you mean you saw her?”


It takes her time to answer, and it’s the quiet that bothers me most. Sarah’s such a chatterbox, it doesn’t mean anything good when she goes quiet. Like with the cellar, you know? I’m afraid, when she does answer, she’s going to say something, like downstairs or outside the gate. So I get up and go to the window. I look down at the gate to our building, bracing myself, but there’s no one.


Finally, Sarah says, “Near the Quick Stop.”


And I say, “What was she doing?”


And Sarah says, “Standing there.”


And I’m like, “Standing there?”


And Sarah’s like, “Yeah. Facing away from me. Facing the brick wall of the parking garage.”


And I say, “Did you see her face?”


And Sarah says, “No.”


And I’m like, “So how’d you know it was her?”


And Sarah shouts, “Because she was wearing the same fucking clothes!”


So I close my laptop. Now Sarah can see I’m taking this seriously ’cause I only stop watching Phillies videos if it’s something important, but she still won’t move away from the door or say more about what she saw. She just keeps looking down the hall toward our bedrooms, like she’s suddenly going to see something else. I go back and look out the window again, but nothing’s there. Nothing I can see.


So I say, “She’s come back. That’s all. She’s finally back.”


Sarah doesn’t respond, so I say, “I guess Jeremy wasn’t lying. I guess he really did drop her off at the bus station.”


Then Sarah starts sobbing.


She’s never been much of a crier, but she’s cried a lot these past seven months. It’s the pregnancy, I guess. It’s changed her a lot.


So I go to her and tuck her hair behind her ear and rub her back and I’m about to tell her let’s both just go to bed and figure this out in the morning.


But before I can get the words out, she starts saying, “She can’t be back. It’s impossible. She can’t be back. She can’t.” And she sinks to the floor and tries to tuck her knees to her chest like she did in Grandma and Grandpa’s cellar, but she can’t because of her belly. So she lets her legs drop and hides her face in her hands instead. All the while, she keeps talking but not making much sense.


“All I did was cross the road,” she says. “I crossed the road and I glimpsed this woman, but her back was to me. I looked away and when I looked back she was still there. Just farther away. But I never saw her move. It was like … it was like she was a piece on a board game that had been picked up and put somewhere else. So I got closer, and that’s when I saw what she was wearing. Jeans and a T-shirt. A T-shirt with tour dates on the back. And I was thinking how I have that same shirt. How I used to have that same shirt. And then I realized … And then I saw …”


Sarah lowers her hands and says, “It was the same shirt. My shirt. With the bleach stain at the bottom and everything. And when I noticed the bleach stain, I noticed her hand. It was down at her side, and there was blood on it. And on her wrist. And it was dripping onto the sidewalk. Then she raised her hand to the wall and started scratching at the bricks with her fingers. The rest of her body was completely still. But she kept scratching and scratching, like she was trying to dig one of the bricks out of the wall, and she tore off one of her fingernails and it stuck to the brick in blood, but she kept scratching and that was all I could hear. Her scratching. And I ran. But I can still hear it. This scritch-scritch-scritch. And it won’t stop until she gets a brick out, and once she gets one out, once she has a brick in her hand, she’ll … she’ll …”


At this point, Sarah breaks down again, and I cradle her head in my lap while she cries.


I want to tell her she was imagining things. That she didn’t see what she thought she saw. That everything is fine. But I don’t say any of that because all I can think is, Fuck, it’s not over, is it?


While Sarah’s crying, I look up at the fridge, and stuck on the door is the business card you left us back in May. I’m surprised it’s still there. That it hasn’t slipped down in the crack between the fridge and the counter, with all the Chinese takeout menus.


But I don’t call you then because that’s the moment Jeremy decides to show up. And I should’ve told him to fuck off home and leave us alone but I didn’t, and now I’m sitting here in this tiny room picking pieces off a Styrofoam cup, trying to explain the last six hours of my life.


Have I seen who? This girl? No, I don’t know her. Who is she? Does she have something to do with Sarah?


No, I honestly don’t know who she is.


No, I don’t know if Sarah knows her, but I don’t know all Sarah’s friends.


Gemma?


This isn’t Gemma.


Because Gemma didn’t have red hair. And this girl looks shorter and her face is a lot rounder. No, this girl looks nothing like Gemma. At least not the Gemma I knew.


Yes, when Sarah said she saw her last night, she was talking about Gemma, but she didn’t mean whoever this is. She meant our Gemma.


“Gemma” is what she told us to call her, but no, I never actually saw anything official with her name on it—no ID, no credit cards. When she showed up that day, she just said, “You can call me Gemma.” I guess that’s not how people usually introduce themselves, is it? You say, “I’m so-and-so.” Then maybe if you have a nickname or something you might add, “But you can call me …” Like, I had this friend in college, and she always said, “Hi, I’m Francesca, but you can call me Frankie.” But that didn’t happen with Gemma. It was more like she wanted to try the name on for size.


Or maybe I’m reading too much into it.


Anyway, she was the last person to stop by the apartment that day, so it was already five, maybe six? I just remember it was the last day of the MLB Winter Meetings in San Diego and the Phillies hadn’t signed Trea Turner yet, but I wanted to hear all the updates on MLB Network. They would end up signing him the next day, but I didn’t know that then, so I wanted to listen to Harold Reynolds talk about everything that was going on instead of listening to any more idiots talk about why they would be the perfect roommate. Sarah actually likes people, so for her the interviews weren’t a big deal. But for an introvert like me? God, it was hell. It didn’t help that every single person we’d interviewed was so fucking weird.


Like, there was this one hippie girl who didn’t use deodorant and looked like she hadn’t brushed her hair this millennium. I actually sprayed some air freshener around after she left. And then there was this other girl who only knew, like, two words in English. And I’m not a racist or anything but how are you supposed to live with someone when you can’t even talk to them, you know? At least she didn’t smell. Then this guy showed up even though our ad clearly stated “Women only.” His name was Taylor so I thought it was a girl, which was why I invited him. It took him, like, twenty minutes to accept that we weren’t making any exceptions no matter “what a great guy” he was. Then there was this other girl who wouldn’t shut up about cats. I mean, literally every other word out of her mouth was cat. Cat this and cat that and how she used to rescue and foster cats and weren’t cats great and didn’t we love cats and wouldn’t our apartment be perfect for cats and we could install a cat tree there by the window.


And, okay, so I admit this wasn’t the most mature thing to do, but I looked her dead in the eye and I barked. I did. No words. Just barking. In her face.


So anyway, by the end of the afternoon my patience was super thin. I was like, “I hate our parents.”


And Sarah said, “Maybe we should ask Jeremy if he wants to move into the spare room? You know how hard it is for him at the house.”


And I said, “God no! He hangs out enough as it is.”


Catwoman was the last person we were expecting, so once she left, I changed out of my nice jeans and put on my comfy sweatpants and went to the kitchen to grab my snacks, and I was just pulling a bag of Doritos out of the pantry when there was this knock at the door. I looked at Sarah, but she just shrugged.


So I went to the door to see who it was, and as soon as I opened it, this voice said, “I’m here about the ad.”


It was a girl around my or Sarah’s age. Hard to pinpoint exactly ’cause she looked young but had dark circles under her eyes and she wasn’t wearing any makeup. Her face was longer than this girl’s here, though, and more pointed. Pointed chin. Pointed cheekbones. And she had darkish brown hair. Looked like her natural color, or at least I couldn’t see any roots, and it was a bit greasy, like she’d gone a few days without washing it. She didn’t smell, though, and her clothes were clean—a pair of jeans and this plain dark blue T-shirt. She wasn’t wearing a coat, which I thought was weird considering it was December, but temperatures were pretty mild that week, like in the fifties, and some people are always warm anyway. She did have an old Adidas gym bag with her, a massive black-and-white one, the kind big enough to hold a body.


Anyway, she stood there waiting, and I didn’t say anything ’cause my first thought was, “You don’t have an appointment.” But I knew that would’ve sounded rude and because of the barking incident, I was trying really hard not to be rude to anyone else that day, so instead I stood there like an idiot until Sarah finally said, “Oh! We weren’t expecting anyone else.”


Which was exactly what I was thinking, but the way Sarah said it, it came out all nice and sweet.


And this girl said, “Sorry I didn’t email,” and “I can go if you want,” and she might’ve said, “Is the room taken?”


Honestly, I wasn’t paying much attention at this point because my stomach was growling and my Doritos were right there on the counter, but if I opened them I would’ve had to offer some since that would’ve been the polite thing to do, and I didn’t feel like being polite.


But Sarah said, “No, it’s all right. Come on in.” And she went to shake the girl’s hand but the girl didn’t offer hers, so Sarah pulled hers back sort of awkwardly, then offered the girl a seat. Sarah and I sat on the sofa and this girl took the armchair, and Sarah introduced the two of us and that was when the girl said, “You can call me Gemma.”


I let Sarah take the lead on the questions ’cause I was still afraid I might say something rude. So Sarah asked the usual: “Where are you from? What brings you to Reading? How long are you looking to stay?”


I can’t remember exactly what Gemma said. I mean, it’s been almost a year—ten months, I guess—since then and I never thought … but anyway, I do remember how she answered the questions. I mean, like, her body language. If you would’ve been there, you’d probably have a better understanding of what it all meant. You probably would’ve decided not to have her as a roommate. That’s a big part of your job, isn’t it? Interviewing people. Understanding them. But me and Sarah, we’d never had to do anything like that before, right? So I just chalked it up to Gemma being nervous around a bunch of strangers.


Anyway, there were, like, two ways she’d answer a question. She’d either look down at her hands like she was holding something that wasn’t there, or she’d glance over her shoulder, like she thought someone was standing behind her. There wasn’t. That armchair’s against the wall. And she never once looked us in the eye. It was the way she spoke, too. Like, sometimes she’d speak really fast, like she couldn’t get the words out quick enough, and other times she’d speak so slowly I couldn’t tell if she was finished with her answer or not.


We eventually got the basics out of her—she was originally from New Jersey, had spent a few years in New York and Philly, wanted a change of scenery. Said something about working in hospitality and tourism, so I figured she meant she was a waitress or a hotel receptionist, something like that. She didn’t know how long she’d be in Reading but could commit to at least six months if we needed her to. And it took maybe fifteen, twenty minutes just to get that out of her, and my stomach was audibly groaning at that point. Sarah even shot me a look, but what was I supposed to do? I just wanted this girl to leave. I wanted to tell her that Sarah and I would talk it over and get back to her tomorrow and then, after I stuffed my face with Doritos, figure out a way to get our parents to change their minds.


Gemma didn’t even seem all that interested, like she didn’t think this would be a good fit for her, either. But then she asked, “You two are sisters, aren’t you?”


And we said yeah.


And she said, “I love sisters.”


Then she put the Adidas bag on the coffee table, unzipped it, and pulled out a wad of cash. Wrapped bills—tens, twenties—like you’d see in a movie about a bank robbery. That gym bag was full of them.


And she said, “I can pay you a security deposit plus three months up front in cash.”


Sarah and I looked at each other. We didn’t even have a conversation about it. I just took the money and said, “Welcome home.”


I mean, what would you have done?


Did you see the game on Thursday? My nerves are shot already, and we still have two more rounds. I mean I know we’re going to beat the Diamondbacks. But I’m still super nervous about it. Look at how my hands are shaking just thinking about it. Crazy, right? But we’re on a mission this year, and we’re not stopping until we win the World Series. Texas or Houston—it won’t matter who. The Phillies are winning it all. I have good intuition about things like this. But look, if this is going to take a while, could I get a more comfortable chair, please? This plastic’s, like, digging into my back. And, sorry, but what’s that smell? Did someone microwave fish in the lunchroom or something? I mean, my sense of smell’s not as good since I started smoking, but I have cut back since Sarah got pregnant. You know, I don’t smoke in the apartment at all anymore? And my plan is to give it up completely once the baby’s born. Although, I could use a cigarette right now. It’d probably help me relax. Think more clearly. I mean, I don’t know where my sister is or what’s happened to her, and that’s freaking me out, you know? Like, how can someone just vanish like that? Not that she’s vanished. I mean, she must be somewhere. She is somewhere. But something must have happened to her, right? Because otherwise she would’ve been at home or she would’ve texted Zadie or something. And don’t you think it’s cold in here? Is there any way to turn the heating up? Maybe it’s just me. I’ve been cold all night. I guess my body still hasn’t warmed up. Or maybe I’m getting sick. My mom always gets really cold before she gets sick. Like her body temperature drops for a day or two, and by the third she’s huddled in bed with a fever and tissues and Dad’s bringing her chicken noodle soup every other hour. Her “scuzzy” days, she calls them. Fitting because she’s a pain in the ass when she’s sick.


It’s sort of funny, but in a way, everything that’s happened this past year is all our parents’ fault. I mean, I never wanted a roommate. I never even wanted to live with Sarah. Sure, there can be benefits to having a roommate—companionship, split expenses, all that. And getting through COVID on my own would’ve been hard. I mean I couldn’t even see Zadie in person for over a year, especially ’cause she works at a hospital.


But when you live with someone, you’re always compromising. You have to. Or you’ll end up killing each other. And when you live alone, you don’t have to compromise. You want to watch TV, you watch TV. You don’t feel like doing the dishes, you spray them with Febreze and let them sit there for a week. You want to leave your snacks out on the coffee table or forget to empty the ashtray—none of it matters because it’s not like you’re bothering anyone. Which is what I prefer. So I never would have taken a roommate if I didn’t have to.


It was a bit of an adjustment when Sarah came to live with me, even though she’s my sister. I mean, I’d had the apartment to myself since I left college. But I didn’t have a choice. Mom and Dad said she was coming to live with me, so that’s what happened. Our parents thought I could be a “stabilizing influence.” Right, like a person who dropped out of college over five years ago and hasn’t held a steady job since was a stabilizing influence. Don’t get me wrong. Back then, I was always employed. I just couldn’t find anything I wanted to stick with. A McDonald’s here. A retail store there. An office job now and then. Surprised anyone kept hiring me with a resume like that, but I only went for entry-level jobs and told them stories about needing to find myself after leaving college, and they ate that right up. I once told Gemma how I’d pepper my interviews with stories of how I was still searching for something I could dedicate my life to the way I’d dedicated it to field hockey. Used to say I quit playing ’cause of a knee injury. Oh yes, fully recovered. No, doesn’t get in the way of working, but I can’t play anymore. You know, stuff like that. No one questions an old sports injury.


So getting a job was easy. But I’d put three months into a place, maybe four, and I’d start itching to do something else and feel like people didn’t want me there, even if all they ever did was smile at me and ask how my day was. So I’d start coming in late, start slacking off enough that I’d get called into the manager’s office once or twice. No real discipline, just a warning, a motivational speech. Soon after that I’d call in sick. Later I’d quit over the phone. Sometimes I’d blame a dead grandmother or something, even though both of mine are still alive. Sometimes I wouldn’t give any excuse at all. Gemma told me she was the same way.


But see, at the time Mom and Dad made Sarah move in, I’d been working at the Santander Arena for about six months. I was as surprised as anyone that I still hadn’t got the urge to leave. I even started to think I actually liked working there. I mean, I didn’t do much. Took tickets, helped people find their seats. Sometimes worked the box office. But maybe that was why I liked it. ’Cause management was always changing the schedule and putting us on different duties. And every night was different—different job, different spectators. A few weeks later and it’d be a different show or a different sports team. I just … dunno. I really liked it there. And maybe our parents knew I’d found something I liked and thought I could be an example for Sarah.


Or they just didn’t want her moving to Florida with them.


Honestly, I don’t think they knew what to do with her. Unlike me, Sarah didn’t even try to go to college. After high school, she did a year at RACC, then decided she hated community college and school in general. Which I think is so weird ’cause she’s really naturally smart whereas I have to work for everything.


Anyway, I told Gemma once that Mom and Dad must’ve realized they’d fucked us up enough because they decided to run off to Florida as soon as they retired.


“Don’t worry,” they said. “We’ll only be a phone call away.” And they said they’d keep paying the rent on the apartment. But the deal was Sarah had to live with me.


The day she moved in was the same day they left.


It was all right at first, them being gone. Sarah and I always got along. And I don’t mind looking out for her. I always have. Plus I had my job at the arena and they were starting this management training thing, and my supervisor told me I should try for it. That she’d give me an excellent reference for my application, even. So, things were looking really good, you know? For the first time in a long time.


Then the pandemic happened.


The entire entertainment industry just went dark, like, overnight. Everything was canceled—all the shows, all the games. So, the arena started laying people off. And even though I’d done really good work for those six months, it was still only six months. Last one in, first one out, basically. My supervisor warned me that even when the arena reopened, I shouldn’t count on them hiring back all the former staff, and she was right.


I thought I could find something else. But the only jobs were, like, shelf-stockers or cleaning ladies and boring as fuck things like that. And I’d had enough of being on my feet all the time, of cleaning up other people’s shit. I wasn’t going to do a job like that. But part of the deal with Mom and Dad paying the rent was that I—that both me and Sarah—had to be working. So when enough time had gone by—according to them—and I still didn’t have a job, they told us they weren’t going to pay the rent anymore. And every time I tried to explain what job hunting was like, they’d shrug me off with “You’ll have to figure it out for yourself, like we did.”


So, yeah, how’s that for parenting? I mean, I shouldn’t have been surprised. I told Gemma, once I quit field hockey and college, they never gave a shit about me. Never even cared why I quit. Never even asked.


And they never really cared about Sarah, either. Basically, I was the one that raised her while they ran the business. It was me that kept her going to school. Me that got her to stop working at Garters and Lace.


But Sarah’s always been there for me, too. She’s never made fun of me for quitting a job or gaining weight or not wanting a boyfriend or girlfriend. She loves me no matter what. And I love her the same. We’re all the other has. So I may never have wanted Sarah to move in, but she’s honestly not that bad.


Anyway, it had been two years since the pandemic and Mom and Dad were fed up with me, so they said I either had to find a job or find a roommate to help cover expenses. Sarah suggested moving to a smaller place, but I didn’t want to move to a smaller place. I like my place. You’ve been there. It’s nice. It’s on a quiet street, and it’s got those big windows that let in lots of natural light, and the living room is painted that nice pale green color that makes it feel a bit like a forest, especially with all my potted plants. And all three bedrooms are a decent size with soft carpets, and the bathroom has that waterfall showerhead. Plus, it’s one of these newer, redeveloped buildings and the neighbors above and below us don’t live there full-time, so I don’t bother anyone if I play the TV loud. And besides, we shouldn’t have had to even think about moving because Mom and Dad had promised to take care of the rent no matter what. I should’ve known they’d lie about that, too.


I once told Gemma the first thing I did was ask Zadie, but Zadie was living with her boyfriend and wasn’t looking for a place. Sarah asked around at work, but nobody there needed a room either. I even asked if that boy she’d started seeing wanted to move in, and she shut that down right away. So that left us with online ads. Complete strangers.


Hence, the interviews.


I always thought that was how Gemma found me. Found us. The ad. I mean, that’s what she told us, but now, like everything else she said, I’m not really sure.


So anyway, the morning after the interview, Gemma called Sarah and said she’d show up around noon, so I spent the morning getting a key made and texting Zadie. I invited her over that night to meet Gemma, mainly ’cause I thought the more people that were there, the less awkward it might be and Zadie’s really good at making people feel welcome. But she couldn’t ’cause she had her shift at the hospital. So it was just going to be me and Sarah and the new girl.


Sarah and I were both feeling nervous. What was she going to be like? Would she play her music loud? Would she have boyfriends over all of the time? Would she show up with, like, three dogs and a gerbil or something? We didn’t know. After we saw the money, we didn’t ask any more questions. Even if we should have.


Well, noon came and went and Gemma hadn’t shown up yet and she hadn’t texted or anything, either. Now, if there’s one thing Sarah is, it’s punctual. She’s never late for a shift at work, and if she’s meeting her friends, she’s always ten minutes early. I’m the friend that’ll text you saying I’m five minutes away when I haven’t even left home yet. So I was fine with Gemma being late, but Sarah was getting annoyed, and to be honest I was finding it easy to distract myself with all the articles and social media posts about the Phillies signing Trea Turner because the news had broken earlier that day, and I was all like, “Fuck yeah, we’re winning the World Series this year, no doubt.” (And now we’re only eight wins away, so I was right.)


Anyway, then one o’clock came and went. No Gemma. Again, all I thought was she was running late ’cause moving days are always stressful, right? Nothing ever goes as planned. But Sarah was worried. I told her to relax. Then two o’clock passed. Then three. Sarah was pacing, kept asking me to check my phone to see if Gemma had texted or something.


And I was like, “Sarah, calm down. She’ll get here when she gets here.”


And she was like, “She said she’d be here at noon. It’s been hours. Why isn’t she here? I’ve been waiting all day.”


And I said, “Sarah, she’s a person. Not FedEx. She’ll arrive eventually.”


Sarah only seemed more put out by that. So I told her to start making dinner, which she did, and that shut her up for a little bit. It’s not that I didn’t care, but like, Gemma had already given us her money, so if she chose not to show, that was on her, right? We could use the money to cover the next few months and take our time finding someone else.


But Gemma did show.


It wasn’t until, like, six o’clock, but she finally turned up, the Adidas bag over her shoulder, a bunch of reusable shopping bags in her hands. And before I could even say hello, Sarah was all over her, like, “Are you okay? Where have you been? You said you’d be here at noon.”


And because I know Sarah, I knew that was just her maternal instinct going into overdrive, but I can see how it could come across as rude. Gemma stood there with this really neutral look on her face, and said, “Oh. Did I? I thought I said I’d be here sometime after noon.”


That calmed Sarah down, so she said, “Sorry. I could have sworn you said … Anyway, I was just worried. I made dinner, though, so as soon as you get settled, we can eat!”


But Gemma said, “No thanks. I’m not hungry. Is there a key for the mailbox?”


We gave her Sarah’s key because Sarah always forgets to check the mail anyway. The other year, Zadie and I took a week-long vacation to the Jersey Shore, and when I got back the box was so full the mailman couldn’t fit anything else in because Sarah hadn’t bothered to open it the entire time I was gone. Anyway, after I gave Gemma the mailbox key, she went to what was now her room and closed the door.


I figured she was acting that way ’cause she was an introvert like me and she must’ve been nervous, too. After all, she was moving in with two strangers. Two strangers who didn’t only know each other well but who were sisters. That had to be awkward for her, right?


So me and Sarah sat down to eat—homemade lasagna and garlic bread—and it smelled really good ’cause, unlike me, Sarah can actually cook. And I was about to take a bite when I smelled something else. And I was like, “Sarah, did you leave the oven on?”


And she was like, “No.”


But then she smelled it, too.


“It’s not coming from the kitchen,” she said, and she was right. It was coming from down the hall, from where the bedrooms are.


We both got up, and I was wondering if Sarah left her hair curler plugged in or something, when Gemma opened her door and walked out waving around a burning torch. Well, not burning. Smoking. Smoldering?


She was staying stuff like, “I am moving into this space. I want to acknowledge those that have come before. I want to state my intention of making my home here. I want to state my intention of making this a safe space.”


Saying it over and over again, totally ignoring us as she walked around the living room. She waved this torch thing over the dinner table, and ash fell onto Sarah’s lasagna. Once she got to the kitchen, Gemma dropped the stuff in the sink, ran some water over it, and left it there. Then she went back to her room without saying a word to us, and that was the last we saw of her that night. When we cleaned up the sink after dinner, I saved a bit of the burning stuff in a plastic bag so I could figure out what it was later.


Sage, I found out. It’s used in cleansing rituals. I thought it was funny, but Sarah took it personally and after that first night never missed the opportunity to snipe about Gemma whenever the two of us were alone. Nothing bad, just little comments here and there. And, like, I get that people change, grow, and mature and all that, but I thought it was really rich of Sarah to say, “I bet she got all that money stripping.”


That was maybe a week after Gemma moved in? Sarah and I were home alone. Gemma was out somewhere, and I had gone to the bank to deposit her security deposit and rent. The bank knew us ’cause of Mom and Dad, so they didn’t think much about me walking in with all this cash. When I got back, I mentioned that to Sarah, and that’s what started the conversation. And when she made the comment about stripping, I remember I actually said, “That’s real rich coming from you.”


Sarah shot me this look, the one she gets when she doesn’t want to talk about something, and I said, “What?”


And she said, “I just think it’s weird. She’s weird. Carrying around all that money.”


I said, “Pop-pop doesn’t trust banks, either. He keeps everything in that box under his mattress.”


And she said, “Yeah, but Pop-pop’s old. That’s an old person thing.”


And I said, “Well, you didn’t think she was too weird to move in. You’d rather we’d gone with Catwoman?”


“Christ no,” she said. “It just makes me uncomfortable, that’s all. Having all that money around. And you know Jeremy’s over all the time, and I think he still owes the Davy boys something and if he knew—”


“He won’t. ’Cause I won’t tell him and neither will you, right?”


“’Course not,” she said. But I could still tell how uncertain she was about the whole thing.


So I said, “Look, she seems normal enough, right? Apart from the sage stuff that first night?” I didn’t mention I thought I heard chanting now and then coming from Gemma’s room. “At least as normal as anyone else we interviewed. Let’s just leave her alone, and if she gets weirder or you start to feel more uncomfortable, we’ll tell her she has to go, all right?”


“Promise?” she asked.


And I said, “Promise.”


We even pinky-sweared on it.


Maybe that’s why Sarah’s gone missing. Because I broke my promise.


I don’t mean to ramble. It’s just, you started asking about Gemma, so I thought you wanted to know. But I mean, I could’ve sworn I told you all of this before—about how Sarah and I first met her.


I didn’t mention the part about the money? I swear I did. Not even when you first came to see us? I guess I don’t remember exactly what I said back then. I do remember thinking, Thank god you’re here, because it meant someone was finally taking Gemma’s disappearance seriously. I didn’t know that, like, five months would pass and there still wouldn’t be any news.


But anyway, when you came by the apartment that afternoon, I could’ve sworn I told you everything. But no, I guess I am wrong. It must’ve been after you’d left that Sarah brought up the money.


Yeah, now I remember. She pressed her hand against her stomach. She wasn’t even showing or anything yet, but she pressed her hand there and said, “Do you think they’ll find her?”


And like I said, I was full of optimism back then, so I was like, “Yeah, of course they’ll find her.”


And she said, “What about the money?”


And I said, “What do you mean what about the money?”


And she said, “All that money she had when she moved in? It’s gone. The bag, too.”


And I was like, “I don’t know why that matters. She probably just spent it or took it with her or something.”


But Sarah still looked unsure, so I stuck your business card to the fridge and said, “You want to call them? There’s the number.”


And she said, “I just want to make sure we told them everything we could.”


And I knew she wasn’t really thinking about the money. I knew from her look that she was thinking about the times Gemma and I went out together, the times I came back with dirt on my clothes or my knuckles scraped or … But none of that’s important. Sarah only mentioned those things to Jeremy in the first place because she got jealous that Gemma and I were hanging out so much, and Jeremy probably mentioned them to you back in May because he knew he was already in trouble for being the last person to see Gemma.


No, that’s not true. I didn’t say Gemma and I never went out together. We did. Just not the night she went missing. And, when she first moved in, it was true that we didn’t hang out at all. Things changed. But later. I can actually remember the first time she and I spent more than two minutes in the same room together.


It was maybe two weeks after Gemma moved in? I remember it was around Christmas but before New Year’s. Sarah and I had just had this fight, nothing major. Just one of those stupid things sisters fight about. We were already both annoyed because Mom and Dad told us they weren’t flying up for Christmas that year and wouldn’t pay for us to fly down to see them in Florida. And then I thought she’d used the last of my body wash and she swore she hadn’t even though she uses my stuff all the time, and somehow that turned into an argument about her new boyfriend from Walmart and why I hadn’t met him yet. Anyway, she left in a huff, and I plopped myself on the sofa to watch People’s Court. Gemma came in and sat in the armchair, sitting up super straight while I was the opposite—slouched on the sofa, legs sprawled out, crumbs all over my chest.
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