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To Annie and Matt Snow—my favorite Oregonians and the best siblings a girl could ask for





Today is far from Childhood,

But up and down the hills,

I held her hand the tighter—

Which shortened all the miles.

—EMILY DICKINSON, “One Sister have I in our house”






SEVEN YEARS BEFORE






CAYENNE CASTLE

The castle was Claire’s idea, to begin with.

It came to her in drizzly December, four days before Christmas, when she, Eileen, and Murphy were cooped up inside the house.

Claire was full of plans and, more than that, good ideas for how to see them through.

“Leenie,” she said, waking her older sister, “let’s build something with all the blankets and all the sheets in the house.”

Eileen didn’t take time to reply. She threw the comforter off her twin bed, lightning zigzagging across her dark eyes. She was full of vision—a painter of colors and words and feelings. She knew which blankets to pair: Mom’s fuzzy goldenrod quilt next to an evergreen U of O fleece, powder blue sheets knotted atop a peach duvet.

That morning the castle began to rise, and during its construction, Murphy, the youngest sister, appeared in the den.

“Whoa,” she said reverently as she beheld the fabric battlements drawn over the sofa, armchairs, and TV. She found an opening between clothespinned sheets and poked her freckled face through.

“Ta-da!” she cried. “It’s a stage!”

“Castle,” Claire corrected.

“It could be both,” said Eileen. She was busy taking out colored ribbons from her craft kit—a birthday gift from Mom—and tying them to blanket tassels for a pop of color.

Claire, meantime, was tapping her chin, squinting at a blueprint she’d drawn up on notebook paper. “There’s enough material to make it to the hall and still have enough blankets for walls.”

“Walls?” said Murphy. “Or … stage curtains.”

She grabbed the Magic Marker from Claire’s hand and, using it as a microphone, announced, “Welcome to the main eveeent!”

Murphy was full of energy—performing for anyone who would listen and applaud.



The name of the castle came later that day, when Mom called and said she’d have to work late again. She’d been doing that recently: picking up extra shifts at Walgreens and, in her absence, leaving Eileen officially in charge.

“I wanted to show off the castle,” Murphy pouted, once Eileen was off the phone. “Now Mom won’t be back till after bedtime.”

“It’s Christmastime,” Claire reminded Murphy, with a sagacious arch of her brow. “You like presents, don’t you? Well, Mom has to work to afford them.”

Murphy made a face. “I’d rather have Mom.”

That made Eileen’s insides twist. When Eileen had been Murphy’s age, Leslie Sullivan had spent more time at home, reading books aloud and leading impromptu radio dance parties. Once, when Eileen had been five, Mom had helped her and Claire build a blanket fort like this one. It sucked that Murphy wasn’t old enough to have those memories. Just like it sucked that she had no memories whatsoever of Dad. He’d died before Murphy had been born.

Dad seemed far away these days, but Eileen liked to think he would approve of the castle. Mom definitely would, when she finally got home from work.

That morning’s breakfast had been easy to make on their own: bowls of cereal drenched in whole milk. Lunch was trickier, though. Claire stared into the fridge, determining that their best bet was five-day leftover chili. She tugged out the Tupperware, slopped its contents into bowls, and heated the meal in the microwave.

“It tastes funny,” said Murphy, trying the chili. “Like … swamp!”

Murphy was a picky eater—she was only seven—and tended to make grandiose statements. When Claire tasted the chili for herself, though, she also made a face. It did taste funny. That wouldn’t do. This crisis required another plan of action.

From the fridge, Claire tugged out a bag of old shredded cheese. “Toppings,” she said. “That’s the solution.”

Eileen, meantime, crossed to the pantry. She reached straight for the spice rack, taking down a jar marked CAYENNE PEPPER. A bold choice—one that suited her.

The new additions made the meal better. Sprinkled on the chili in a low dose, mixed through with old kidney beans and chunky tomatoes, the spice covered the off-ness and brought out the flavors left to be enjoyed. The Sullivan sisters contentedly slurped their chili in the kitchen while, outside, rain pattered against the windows.

Claire reflected as they ate that they wouldn’t need cheese and spices if Mom were here. Once upon a not-too-distant time, Mom had been just around the corner—in her bedroom, or the kitchen—helping Claire with long division or watching movies, the whole family snug on the couch. Claire could still taste Mom’s signature chicken potpie, a mouthful of crisp peas, tender carrots, flaky crust.

Mom hadn’t made that pie in months. There hadn’t been time, with the extra night shifts she’d taken on. Rent on the house had gone up last year, and Dad’s medical bills were bigger than ever, thanks to “accrued interest”—two words Claire couldn’t make sense of but knew to be bad. They hung over the house, souring into a fetid smell. As though they were … a curse.

Curses. They were the dark stuff of fairy tales. But a castle? That was a fairy tale at its finest.



When the sisters returned to the den, surveying their handiwork, Claire said, businesslike, “It needs a name.”

And the name had been Murphy’s idea.

“Cayenne Castle!” she shouted with confidence.

When her sisters agreed to it, Murphy spun a circle and sang an impromptu song: “Cayenne Castle, where dreams come true! If you eat our spice, it’ll make you poo.”

“Weirdo,” Eileen said, mussing Murphy’s mess of red curls.

Murphy grinned wide. She liked when her sisters paid attention, even if it was to call her “weirdo.” Mom was usually better about noticing Murphy, though lately she’d nodded distractedly at Murphy’s original songs, saying, “That’s nice, sweetie,” as though she’d heard but hadn’t listened.

Murphy sure hoped once Christmas was over, and their presents paid for, that Mom would go back to listening.

The sisters piled into their christened castle, diving into blankets and body pillows. Claire and Eileen shared salacious secrets from fifth and sixth grade, and Murphy watched them admiringly, chin on knees, eating a pudding cup dessert.

“Hey,” she said, chocolate gloop coating her mouth. “Let’s make Cayenne Castle every year. No matter what, we put up our castle on December twenty-first.”

Claire and Eileen shared a smirk—an older sister thing. When they nodded at Murphy, she knew they were on her side.

“Deal,” Eileen said, winking.

“Deal,” Claire chimed in.

“Deal,” Murphy concluded, with a pudding-stained grin.

So, the walls of Cayenne Castle were raised for the first time by a planner, a visionary, and a performer. It was an auspicious beginning, but as is the case with many agreements made in youth, the pact would break.

If, seven years later, you were to ask the Sullivan sisters why it broke …

Well, you would get three different answers.






DECEMBER TWENTY-FIRST






ONE Eileen


The letter arrived the morning of December twenty-first.

Eileen wasn’t expecting mail addressed to her. No packages, because she hadn’t ordered art supplies for two years. No Christmas cards, because who the hell sent those anymore? Extended family members, maybe—grandparents and great-aunts—but Eileen didn’t have those. She definitely wasn’t expecting a press-and-seal business envelope with a law office for a return address and a red-ink note on the flap that read, OPEN IMMEDIATELY.

Eileen was affronted. She didn’t take orders, especially not from goddamn attorneys and their red-ink pens. She had a bad history with letters, and she didn’t want to know what this one had to say—whether she opened it immediately or in ten years. So she threw the envelope out, dropping it in the trash can beneath her desk. Then she left the house for her Safeway shift.

Soon, she’d forgotten about the letter.

She forgot about a lot of things when she worked, and especially when she drank.

That was the point of both full-time occupations.



That night, back at home, Eileen was filled throat-high with Jack Daniel’s. She’d ended up horizontal on the floor of her converted-garage bedroom, and that’s how she found herself facing the trash can beneath her desk.

Music was playing on her boom box, fuzzy through the ancient speakers. “Christmas Wrapping” by the Waitresses had been on repeat for half an hour. It was a terrible song. It was the best song. Eileen hummed along.

Her mouth tasted like regurgitated milk. It was gloomy outside—typical Oregon. Mom had left that afternoon for the Bahamas. But none of this bothered Eileen. She was numb to every bad thing. She wiggled her ankles to the beat of the music and, through blurry eyes, read the address of the trashed envelope.

Ms. Eileen Sullivan.

The “Ms.” really got to her. Ms. Eileen Sullivan. If those fancy attorneys could see her now.

Eileen pawed at the rim of the trash can, tipping it over and grabbing the envelope.

It was already opened, and Eileen didn’t remember doing that. Then again, she did a lot of unmemorable stuff when she was drinking.

She laughed at the envelope—at the “Ms.”—while tugging the letter out of its torn top.

Pretty soon, the laughing stopped.






TWO Claire


At the same time Eileen was reading the letter, Claire was being rejected from her dream college.

She stared at her phone and the ugly words written on the admissions portal homepage.

Maybe my thumb slipped, she thought, or I entered someone else’s password.

She’d been telling herself that for six days.

Delusional.

Ms. Hopkins, Claire’s guidance counselor, had said Yale would be a long shot. But Ms. Hopkins wasn’t familiar with Harper Everly’s YouTube videos. She didn’t know what it meant to be an Exceller. If she did, she wouldn’t be working for the Emmet, Oregon, school district, and she wouldn’t say, “Good grades and letters of rec aren’t enough for places like this.” She wouldn’t bring such negativity into Claire’s life.

That was what Claire had been telling herself from October to November to December fifteenth, when she’d received the e-mail from Yale, instructing her to check the Internet portal. She’d been so nervous, she’d messed up the password entry twice. That’s why, when she’d finally logged in, she’d thought the rejection was a mistake. She’d told herself it had to be wrong, even the second time she’d checked, and the third.

And the fiftieth.

The official letter had arrived in the mail the next day, telling Claire what the Internet had: You’re not good enough.

Still, Claire logged in to the portal every day, hoping for a change in reality, a discovery that it had been a technical error.

Doing the same thing over and over, expecting different results—that was the definition of insanity, right?

Or of perseverance.

It only took one yes. Harper Everly said that, and Harper’s word was gold.

She also said, “Don’t plan for failure, or failure is what you’ll get.”

Harper was confident making that pronouncement, with her glistening teeth and jewel-toned statement necklace. She was confident for a reason: She’d succeeded. She was only twenty, and she had over two million subscribers, plus the resultant commercial sponsorships. She’d been named a “Young Entrepreneur to Watch” by Cosmopolitan, and to top it off, she’d grown up without anything, in a nowheresville town that may as well have been Emmet.

Harper knew what she was talking about.

So why was Claire staring at a rejection?

No.

Not even waitlisted. A sturdy, solid no.

How did you reject someone with a perfect 800 on her SAT reading and writing section and a 4.0 GPA? A saint with hundreds of hours of community service and letters of recommendation from her AP teachers, saying what a natural-born leader she was? How did Yale reject Claire Sullivan, a brilliant, well-rounded, blue-collar girl who was also gay? Didn’t they understand she needed a way out? She had to be in a beautiful, broad-minded, intellectually stimulating place. Everything Emmet was not.

“Fuck you, Yale,” Claire said, hurling her phone from the bed onto the pink shag rug.

Immediately, she regretted it.

“Fuck” was an ugly word, used only by Settlers.

It felt wrong to say, a betrayal.

But Yale had betrayed Claire first.

She’d been so sure. If Mom, a Settler, could win a Bahamian cruise through sheer luck, then Claire, a tried-and-true Exceller, would absolutely make it to New England.

Now there was no New England.

No snow-blanketed winters or historic gray-stone archways.

No Socratic dialogues around a crackling fire.

No Ainsley St. John, and no perfect first kiss.

Claire lay on the bed, at last allowing the heavy truth to leech into her body, slog through her veins, thunk against her heart.

She should have seen this coming a month ago. That was when Claire’s perfect facade of a future had started to crack. She had opened Instagram to find a new post by Ainsley, her arm slung around the shoulder of a beaming blond girl in a baseball cap. The caption read, “♥ my girlfriend.”

Girlfriend.

A girlfriend who wasn’t Claire.

That wasn’t in the plan.

Still, Claire had told herself, girlfriends were only girlfriends. Not fiancées. Not wives. They would last a few months, or mere days, and Claire could wait that out.

She’d done what Harper had said and not planned for failure. She’d ignored the Instagram post, because she refused to be worried. She hadn’t applied to a “safety” school, because what was the point? It was single-choice early admission to Yale, or bust. She wouldn’t be caught dead with her name on an application to U of O.

And now?

It was too late.

She wasn’t going to get the girl.

She wasn’t going to Yale.

She wasn’t going to college, period.

Everything Claire had worked for these two years was gone—specks of snow that lived for one moment in her imagination, now dissolved into a useless puddle.

Claire was a planner, and her plan had failed.

Not even Harper Everly, with her two million subscribers, could change that.






THREE Murphy


At the same time Claire was not getting into college, Murphy was discovering the dead body.

Unlike, say, hamsters or hedgehogs, pet turtles have remarkably long lifespans; the average is forty years. Siegfried had lived to be thirty, so really, he’d had a decent turtle life. He hadn’t died of natural causes, though. He’d died—Murphy was convinced—because she’d forgotten to feed him.

She’d been busy lately, with school and drama club.

She simply hadn’t been thinking.

She couldn’t remember not feeding him. Only, that was the trouble with turtles: They didn’t remind you when you’d forgotten to fix them dinner. They couldn’t bark or meow or claw at their cages. They simply stayed in their shells, chilling. Hungry. Hungrier. Dead.

Murphy had read once that turtles could survive for months, even years, without food. That’s why she’d grown lax with feeding in the first place: Siegfried was cold-blooded, so he could handle a few skipped days. He could deal with dirty, months-old tank water and a blown heat bulb that Murphy hadn’t gotten around to replacing.

Now, though, it seemed that even the cold-blooded had their limit.

Murphy wasn’t sure she’d ever forgive herself.

To make matters worse, she had a dead body on her hands. What was she supposed to do about that? In her fourteen years of life, no one had prepared Murphy for this. Who did she even ask about turtle burials?

Not Mom. Leslie Sullivan had left that morning for her all-inclusive sweepstakes Bahamian cruise, and she’d told her daughters that once the boat hit the open sea, she’d have no cell phone service and only limited access to expensive Internet.

Even if Mom had been around to hear the news, would it have bothered her much? Six years ago, when Murphy had asked to take care of the family turtle, Mom had happily moved his tank into Murphy’s room like it was a big relief. She hadn’t even realized that Murphy had changed his old name of “Tortue” until months later, when Murphy had asked her to stop by Petco for Siegfried A. Roy’s food pellets. Mom was always busy working long hours at Walgreens. She didn’t have time to worry about Murphy’s schoolwork, let alone an old turtle.

That left Eileen and Claire, Murphy’s older sisters, as possible advisors on turtle funeral matters. Eileen, who locked herself in her bedroom, playing loud music and emerging only to sway and slur her words. Claire, who locked herself in her bedroom, emerging only to lecture Murphy about leaving dried oatmeal bowls in the kitchen sink.

Like Murphy would ask them for help.

Maybe four years ago, when they’d been nicer and hadn’t shut their doors.

Not now.

In Siegfried’s burial, Murphy was alone.

Tonight, the house was silent, both of Murphy’s sisters barricaded in their rooms. Murphy sat at the family computer in the den. It was a behemoth from the twentieth century, with a broken fan that juddered like a bullet-riddled fighter jet every time it started. As Murphy waited for the hunk of machinery to boot up—ri-tat-tat-tat-ti-tat—she pulled her newest rope trick from her jeans pocket.

She was trying to master this one:

Over, under, tug through and out.

The instructions from the Magic Today booklet made it sound easy enough. Currently, though, the rope lay limp in Murphy’s hands, forming the shape of a loose M.

M for Murphy.

M for Murderer.

At last, the computer lurched to life. Murphy put away the accusatory rope, opened the Internet, and clicked on the search bar.

She typed in “How to dispose of a dead turtle.”

She winced.

She hit enter.

She avoided the images tab, because this wasn’t her first gross search engine rodeo. Instead, she clicked on a forum result from a website called Pet Savvy. Most forum users suggested a shoebox burial.

Murphy couldn’t remember the last time she’d bought shoes. Having two older sisters made her the hand-me-down queen.

She kept scrolling through comments.

“SparksandDarts” said:


I’ll tell you what my dad did when our turtle kicked it. He pretended our turtle had “powers” and had “disappeared” overnight. Then he claimed he’d “reappeared” inside our TV, and he was now one of the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. I spent half my childhood believing Michelangelo was my old pet.



Murphy snorted and muttered, “Sick.”

Still, she filed away the information. Not for real life. For an act.

Magicians made rabbits disappear on the regular, but Murphy had never seen a disappearing turtle act. That could be new. Fresh. Fun. Murphy’s big break. She could go down in the books as “Turtle Girl.”

Murphy made a face.

Not a great name.

Turtle Empress Supreme?

Better. She’d workshop that, once she made it to Vegas.

Scrolling deeper into the forum replies, Murphy discovered posts about using Clorox to prevent bacterial growth.

That’s when she began to feel nauseated.

Murphy had realized something: She was going to have to move Siegfried. Touch dead Siegfried.

She modified her search to “How to dispose of a dead turtle without throwing up.”






DECEMBER TWENTY-SECOND






FOUR Eileen



The Law Offices of Knutsen & Crowley | 218 Avenue B #5

December 18, 2020

Dear Ms. Sullivan,

I represented your uncle, Patrick Enright, in life, and as of his passing one week ago, I serve as the executor of his will. Mr. Enright has informed me that this will come as a surprise, but he left behind the majority of his estate to you and your sisters. This estate is to be divided in equal thirds and bequeathed to each of you upon your respective eighteenth birthdays.

Since you are the first Sullivan sister to reach the age of majority, I am writing to request you make an appointment at my office, during which time I will go over the terms of the late Mr. Enright’s will and address any questions you may have. You are welcome to bring your own attorney, should you desire. I look forward to making your acquaintance.

Sincerely,

William J. Knutsen



Eileen looked up from the letter in her hand. She was facing 218 Avenue B, listening to Mariah Carey on holiday radio. Vigorously, she chewed four pieces of Dubble Bubble.

She hated this song.

But she wasn’t sure she could get out of the van.

“Shit,” she said to the steering wheel.

She welcomed the gum’s ephemeral sugar rush. Not alcohol, maybe, but like it—necessary for short-time existence, detrimental to long-term well-being.

It was misting outside, and rain had puddled in the parking lot, iridescent with gasoline and who knew what other crap. Eileen hadn’t known what to expect from William J. Knutsen. This eyesore of an office sure wasn’t it. A town as small as Emmet didn’t exactly have right and wrong sides of the track; nearly every house was run-down, the strip malls grimy. This place was especially both those things: a tan-brick shopping center that hadn’t been updated since the start of the new millennium. Half the storefronts were empty, their windows papered up, with FOR LEASE signs left on the doors like despairing afterthoughts. Wedged between two of these storefronts were the law offices of Knutsen and Crowley. A rusted plaque by the glass double doors told Eileen so, and in case she had any remaining doubts, a banner strung overhead shouted, TROUBLE WITH THE LAW? BILL CAN HELP. Beside the words was an illustration of a green bird breaking free from a birdcage prison cell.

It seemed like a scam.

But then, scams weren’t supposed to seem like scams. This place was so scammy, it had to be legitimate.

Wasn’t that how it worked?

Eileen hadn’t known there was a law office in Emmet, period. She’d assumed that town residents in need of legal assistance looked for it farther afield, in an actual city, like Eugene. This place was a shock.

As was the fact that she had inherited a third of her uncle’s estate.

As was the fact that she had an uncle.

Patrick Enright.

What the hell.

Eileen ran her thumb along the letter’s edge, studying its very fibers for signs of fraud.

Meanwhile, Mariah crooned about what she wanted for Christmas.

Eileen knew the responsible thing to do: wait until Mom was back from the cruise, show her the letter, and ask point-blank about its contents. Who said Eileen was responsible, though? And who said Mom was up for a heart-to-heart? Eileen hadn’t had a real talk with her mother for the past four, maybe five years. These days Mom was in one of two places: the Walgreens on Fourth Avenue or inside her locked bedroom, the television’s murmur at war with her snores. One place she was not: Eileen’s life.

No. After last night’s revelation, Eileen had decided the best thing to do was go straight to the source: Mr. Knutsen himself. She wanted to see the man in person. First, to be sure this law office existed. Second, because she wanted immediate answers, to her face. Worst-case scenario, this was a scam, and she’d bolt. But best-case?

Goddamn. Best-case, she had family—albeit dead family. And maybe that family had an explanation—a different explanation for the letters she’d uncovered two years ago. That could change everything.

Eileen sure as hell wanted things to change.

The gum had lost its flavor. Eileen spat it into her hand and formed a glistening ball, which she dropped into the cup holder. Claire would call her disgusting, but this wasn’t Claire’s car. And this wasn’t Claire’s letter to deal with. The task fell solely to Eileen.

So, she’d better do something about it.

Enough was enough. Eileen cut the engine and got out of the van. Avoiding the deeper rain puddles, she crossed the parking lot, opened the door to the office, and stepped inside.

The place was nice in an outdated, seventies kind of way, with wood-paneled walls and shiny gold fixtures. A receptionist sat at the front desk, typing on a keyboard. Three heavy lines cut across her forehead—permanent ridges, it seemed.

Eileen cleared her throat.

“Appointment time?” the receptionist asked, keeping her eyes on the screen.

“Uh. I didn’t make one. Was I supposed to?”

Eileen knew she was supposed to. She’d read the letter five hundred times.

The receptionist stopped typing. Her face reminded Eileen of her fourth-grade teacher, Ms. Larson. And since this was Emmet, there was a big chance the two of them were related.

“We don’t take walk-ins anymore,” said Ms. Larson’s probably-sister. “You’ll have to make an appointment with either Mr. Crowley or Mr. Knutsen.”

“Yeah, Mr. Knutsen sent me this.”

Eileen held out the letter. The lines on the receptionist’s forehead bulged.

“That may be,” she said after a pause, “but you still have to make an appointment. It’ll have to be after the holiday sea—”

“Send her on in, Tonya.”

Eileen glanced up. There were three doors leading off the reception area. One of those doors was open. The one marked WILLIAM J. KNUTSEN, ATTORNEY-AT-LAW.

“Bill,” Tonya called back, “I don’t think—”

“I said, send her in.”

Tonya looked helpless and pissed. She glared at Eileen, who was considering that maybe she should’ve washed and/or styled her hair for this occasion. Maybe not worn the usual leather jacket, combat boots, and heavy eyeliner. Too late for that, though. Tonya was motioning for Eileen to do as the voice of Bill commanded. Eileen stepped into his room.

William J. Knutsen, like his law office, was not what Eileen had expected. For one thing, he had a head of hair; she’d been picturing him as bald. For another, that hair was white; she’d pictured a young, upstart grifter. The guy before her was more of a Santa Claus. His chin was sagging and his stature straight—a striking combo. One that, once upon a time, Eileen would’ve loved to have painted.

From a leather chair behind his desk, he said, “Please have a seat, Ms. Sullivan.”

Mr. Knutsen spoke the way Eileen thought Santa might: jolly. Down-to-earth. She eyed the chair opposite him and said, “I’m cool where I am, thanks.”

Mr. Knutsen didn’t put up a fight. He tented his fingers in front of his whisker-bordered lips.

Eileen frowned at him. “How do you know who I am?”

“Well, my usual clientele is over the age of thirty.”

“Deduction.” Eileen tapped her temple. “You’re one clever bastard, Billy.”

Mr. Knutsen appeared unruffled. If Eileen had addressed any of her teachers that way, they would’ve given her detention. In fact, Eileen had addressed them that way, and she had gotten detention. But she wasn’t sure exactly why she was mouthing off now. Was it nerves? Possibly. Maybe she was more anxious about this than she’d planned to be, and maybe the only way to cope was to be an asshole.

She dropped the letter on the table. “So, what is this? I have an uncle?”

At last she got a reaction out of the guy: Mr. Knutsen’s eyelids fluttered, and he sat straighter in his chair. He said, “I’m sorry, I thought you knew.”

“My mom was a foster kid. Doesn’t have family. And my dad was an only child.”

She was telling him what she’d thought had been true—what she’d believed until yesterday. Inside, she was begging Mr. Knutsen to prove her wrong. She needed this change.

Change. Her heart thumped with the word: Ch-change, ch-change.

Mr. Knutsen fluttered his eyelids again. “Your father wasn’t an only child, according to my records. Or, I should say, Patrick Enright’s.”

Eileen said, “There’s no one in my family named Enright.”

At that Mr. Knutsen rose from his chair, and for a moment, Eileen feared he might fling her from the room, shouting, “YOU’RE RIGHT, I’VE MADE A HUGE MISTAKE!”

Instead, he crossed the office to a tall filing cabinet and, using a key, opened the topmost drawer. He riffled through the folders and removed one, thick with papers, setting it on the table before Eileen.

“Have you considered, Ms. Sullivan, that your parents changed their name?”

Eileen made no move to touch the folder. “Yeah, when my mom got married. She was a Clark, though. Not an Enright.”

“I’m not talking about maiden names. It was your father who made the change.”

“You know that’s the weirdest term? ‘Maiden name.’ Like, okay, do you want a dowry and a side of cattle with that?”

Mr. Knutsen stared, blank-faced, at Eileen. She’d gone a step too far, maybe.

“Fine,” said Eileen. “Why would my dad change his name?”

“That’s for him to say, not me. Go on, open the folder.”

Eileen didn’t take orders. She crossed her arms and studied the wall behind Mr. Knutsen’s head. His diploma was huge, set in tomato-red matting. University of Phoenix. Definitely not Harvard. Eileen got a scratchy feeling at the back of her neck. Was this a scam? She’d heard of elder fraud, but what was this? Recently-graduated-teenager fraud? If so, the joke was on Bill. Eileen was flat broke. And if Eileen thought of it that way, she was invincible to scams, and therefore to whatever was in that folder.

Still, something inside Eileen wouldn’t allow her to open it.

Instead, she focused on something Mr. Knutsen had said: That’s for him to say. This guy couldn’t know much if he didn’t know John Sullivan had been dead for fourteen years. For all that time, he’d said nothing to Eileen from beyond the grave. Why would he start today?

Silence passed, eventually turning obscene. Mr. Knutsen caught on. He slid the folder away from Eileen and opened it himself. He unhooked something from a paper clip—a photograph—and held it out to her.

Eileen took the photo. It seemed a bitch too far not to.

She was looking at a man in his midtwenties standing in front of a wire fence. She knew who this was. Soft jaw. Ruddy cheeks. Strawberry-blond hair. Close-set eyes, colored cornflower blue. Traits Eileen had not inherited but recognized easily enough from other photographs of her father.

“So?” She flapped the photo at Mr. Knutsen.

“So, that’s Patrick Enright.”

Eileen stopped flapping. She held the photo close and looked. Really looked. Traits similar to John Sullivan’s, but it wasn’t him. There were differences. The turn of his nose. The hunch of his shoulders. The gauntness.

A long-nailed claw dug into Eileen’s gut. It was familiar, though she hadn’t felt it in a while—the pain of not knowing a dad who’d died young. There were vague memories of him left in her head: arms swinging her high in the kitchen, bangs that drooped over his eyes. Still, she didn’t know him well enough. Not enough to distinguish him from a stranger.

A real daughter would’ve noticed the difference.

Eileen needed a drink.

“It’s an older photo, of course,” said Mr. Knutsen. “Hadn’t taken anything recent before his death last week. Cirrhosis of the liver, complications thereof. Nasty way to go, I hear. Now, Ms. Sullivan, do you know much about your father’s upbringing? Where he lived before he moved to Emmet?”

You couldn’t imagine the things I know, thought Eileen.

What she said was, “Some other shit town. Why does that matter?”

“It’s really not my place to tell you that.”

Eileen gave Mr. Knutsen a long, hard look. What was this dude playing at? She’d come here for answers, and all she was getting were hems and haws and hedging. It was time to play hardball.

“Right!” she said, slapping her knees. “Thanks, Bill. This has been super enlightening.”

She headed for the door, still holding the photo.

“He gave you a house.”

Eileen stopped. Slowly, she turned around.

Finally they were getting somewhere.

“Beg your pardon,” said Mr. Knutsen. “I’ve been skirting around the point. My job is to tell you about the inheritance, not its history.”

“A … house?” The question dropped from Eileen’s mouth like crusted glue.

“A third of the proceeds from its sale, to be precise. That’s your portion of the estate. Your sisters will inherit the remaining thirds.”

“Uh-uuuh.” Eileen had stopped feeling things right. Her face was numb, or maybe not there. She really needed a drink.

“Please, Ms. Sullivan, take a seat. We have a lot to discuss.”

Eileen obeyed Mr. Knutsen’s order, just this once.






FIVE Claire


It was mailing day, and Claire wished she were anywhere but here, at the post office, three days before Christmas.

“Delusional,” she muttered—to herself, and to the nine customers on her Etsy shop who had placed orders after the Christmas cutoff date. It didn’t matter how clearly Claire had laid out the shipping guidelines; shoppers would disregard them, holding on to false hope that their last-minute gifts would reach them in time.

Some people had no regard for scheduling, let alone logic.

That didn’t mean Claire wouldn’t take their money, though.

As she stood in line, a dozen people away from the mailing counter, Claire copied and pasted a message into the Etsy app, tapping out the previous customer’s name and replacing it with the next:


Hey Rebecca,

One last reminder that this gift will arrive AFTER Christmas, as indicated by my Holiday Shipping Guidelines. I hope you or your recipient enjoy this one-of-a-kind, handmade piece. Thank you for your business!

xo Claire @ Silver Lining Boutique

She hit the send button and moved on to the next:

Hey Madison,

Lance,

Zoe,



Finally, she reached number nine. The ninth last-minute, frazzle-brained customer who’d bought an online boutique gift less than a week before Christmas. Based on experience, Claire expected six of the people to not respond, two to send back a chipper I understand, thanks!, and one Unenlightened Settler to write that she was affronted, and what terrible customer service, and she had no idea.

Before Claire had started watching Harper Everly, she would have straight-up called that last person a bitch. But Harper had taught her that “bitch” was a Settler’s word—a cheap stand-in for how you actually felt about another woman, and certainly not helpful in the grand scheme of things. “Bitch,” said Harper Everly, was decidedly antifeminist.

So Claire called bitchy customers Unenlightened Settlers instead, and she used intelligent words to describe their actions: entitled, oblivious, ignorant. Maybe those weren’t as satisfying to say, but they were true, and ultimately, those customers rarely requested a refund. It simply wasn’t worth the effort at Claire’s price point. They could write their nasty messages, but Claire was the one who ended up with their money. The joke was on them.

That’s how it worked, Harper had taught her. “Settlers shout loudest. Excellers live loudest. It’s a long game, and Excellers win out.”

That had been true of Claire’s business, a dainty jewelry shop she’d set up at fourteen using only her phone and cheap supplies from Michael’s. Since that time she’d made good money—more than she could ever make at a minimum wage job like Eileen’s or Mom’s. Thousands of dollars and counting, which she was saving up for college. Thus far, she’d been a success.

All that success … to what end?

What was the point of a modestly successful Etsy shop if its profits had nowhere to go? Of succeeding as a budding entrepreneur if, in the end, you failed at the one thing that mattered most?

Ahead at the counter a woman with two screaming toddlers was screaming herself, telling a beleaguered worker how a post-Christmas delivery was “unacceptable.”

An Unenlightened Settler, indeed.

Claire’s eyes drifted from the drama to the limp, green tinsel garlands draped on the walls. Overhead, a near-dead fluorescent flickered. Behind Claire a man hacked a phlegmy cough. If hell was real, then it was a post office on December twenty-second.

Normally, Claire didn’t spend much time here. She had a system: pack and weigh mailers at home, print labels from the family computer, and ship packages weekly, on mailing day—a simple drop-off with no waiting, no hassle. Yesterday, though, on printing day, she’d discovered the printer was out of black ink.

Claire had her suspicions. She was sure Murphy was to blame. Excellers didn’t blame, though; they rose above. So here she was, rising above in the ninth circle of hell.

“Delusional,” she whispered again.

Delusional to come here today.

To think these bubble mailers of twenty-dollar infinity bracelets and threader earrings could one day save her.

To presume she could get in to Yale.

To imagine a life outside her dumpy town.

This didn’t feel like rising above. It felt like sinking down.

Down.

Down.

Claire had to focus. Her thoughts were spiraling, getting her nowhere. She opened her phone again, tapping on a familiar text thread labeled “Ainsley Internet.”

Claire knew her full name now: Ainsley St. John. Seven months ago, when the two of them had first met on an online Harper Everly group, she’d simply been username “AinsAGoGo.” She and Claire had connected over—what else?—their love for Harper Everly, both of them self-professed “Harperettes.”

Ainsley had commented on a post of Claire’s about good consignment shops in the Portland area.


I lived in Portland for fourteen years! Hopefully, these gems are still there:



Then Ainsley had listed those gems, and she and Claire had got to talking, tangent turning to tangent, and posts leading to DMs. That was how it had begun. They’d discovered their shared obsession with thrifting, The Great British Baking Show, and Bette Midler. They’d talked about growing up in Oregon, and how Claire was living in Nowheresville and Ainsley’s family had moved cross-country to Cleveland, which, according to her, wasn’t much livelier. They’d discovered they were both stressing about the SATs, and then they’d shared with each other that they were gay.

And that had been it. Claire, accustomed to crushing on unavailable girls at Emmet Middle and High, finally had a crush that could go somewhere. Sure, she and Ainsley had met on the Internet, but didn’t most people these days? And when no one at her high school was out, and simple statistics gave Claire slim odds for finding love in real life, meeting Ainsley felt … meant to be.

Ainsley was an Exceller, like her, bound for the same fate. They’d compared notes on the schools they meant to apply to, and when Ainsley had announced she was going to risk it by applying early action to Yale, Claire had decided she would too.

Delusional.

Temporary madness.

Claire had known how near-impossible it was to get into the Ivy League. Before meeting Ainsley, she’d planned on applying to state schools in big cities closer to home: PSU, UW, Cal State LA. Schools where she could get a scholarship, but she could also get out. Into a progressive city where she could be herself. Where she wouldn’t be a queer fish in a small, straight pond.

She wanted a new start. A haven.

A New Haven.

She hadn’t considered the East Coast before. It had seemed far-fetched. Ainsley had made it seem possible, though, and the more she and Claire had chatted, the more Claire had believed it was possible. Why not go all out, and take the risk? Yale could give her everything a big city could.

She’d thought she was being brave, not irrational. This was what Harper had promised: “Take the right steps, and your life will fall into place.” Claire had taken the right steps, from building a lucrative small business to working her butt off in school to slaying her SATs to bolstering her résumé with weekends at the soup kitchen. She only got five hours max of sleep per night, but that was how Excellers lived. Ainsley understood that in a way no one else had—a way that Eileen, for instance, never could.

And though, over the months of texting, Ainsley and Claire had remained in decidedly nonromantic territory, Claire felt sure Ainsley was thinking the same thing she was: Once they got to New Haven and met for the first time, sparks would fly.

So, okay, Ainsley had been posting for the last month about her girlfriend, Bri—selfies of the two of them in front of concert venues and food trucks. But that was only a momentary setback. A senior year fling. It’d be over by the time college began.

Claire had been holding on for that late August day when she’d show up on campus and say to herself, “All the work, it’s paid off.” She’d be getting an education and her first girlfriend, and she’d finally be free from the toxic stagnation that was Emmet, Oregon. She wouldn’t be dealing with sisters who asked annoying questions or gave her two years of the silent treatment. She wouldn’t be bitter about a Mom too busy with work to take Claire on college visits. Those bad parts of life would be over for good.

That had been the plan. Life had been all buoyant hopes and adrenaline, even throughout the nerve-wracking autumn months. When her spirits faltered, Claire told herself that Yale was going to happen. It had to, because she’d put in the work. She hadn’t lost faith.

Not until a week ago when she’d read her online rejection and ten minutes later gotten a text from Ainsley saying, YALE, BABY!

Claire hadn’t responded, because what was there to say?

A week later, she still couldn’t reply.

And what was she even doing, looking at the text?

Claire pocketed her phone.

“Delusional,” she said a third time.

Maybe she was.

Maybe college wasn’t happening, and Ainsley was another dream girl, out of reach, but the wait in this post office line had given Claire time to think. She’d made a decision: She would die before staying in Emmet another year.

In fact, she’d do a lot of desperate things.






SIX Murphy


Digging a grave was more difficult than the Internet made it seem. And this wasn’t even a regular grave.

Murphy had meant to get two feet down, but now she’d be happy to make it six inches. She looked to the sealed Tupperware container in which Siegfried lay wrapped in a holiday-printed napkin.

“Wanna pull a Lazarus for me?” she asked. “It’d make this easier.”

Siegfried remained dead.

He wasn’t the performer Murphy aspired to be. He was just a turtle who deserved better, and there was no magic trick that would bring him forth from his napkin burial shroud.

Murphy jabbed at the cold, hard earth. Maybe this would be easier if she had an actual shovel, instead of a garden spade. Maybe it’d be better if it were summer, and the ground weren’t caked in frost.

Maybe this wouldn’t be happening if she’d remembered to feed Siegfried like a good, responsible person.

When it came to choosing a burial site, Murphy had decided against her own yard. Neighbors might see and ask questions. Instead, she’d taken Siegfried off-site, walking a few street corners down to a place where no one would be: Morris Park. Here, a few yards into the tree line, down a loose gravel path, was a thick copse of evergreen trees.

Murphy figured it was symbolic: evergreen, the way Siegfried would remain evergreen … in her heart?

Yeah. Poignant. Siegfried deserved freaking poignancy.

The grave-digging was taking so long, though. Murphy had been here over half an hour and had hacked out only the barest outline of a square. It was getting dark. Dusk rested on the trees, and cold slithered beneath Murphy’s puffer coat, prickling gooseflesh from her skin.

It was silent.

Too silent.

In the summer the park was filled with joggers, barbecuers, yelling kids. Families gathered here for the Fourth of July, celebrating past midnight with sparklers and Bud Lights. In December, the park was a different place. A deserted chunk of icy ground.

Shadows gathered around the spruces and pines, forming deepening pockets of darkness where unknown figures could hide. Murphy hadn’t considered safety before. She’d only been thinking that the park was the nearest deserted, concealed plot of land.

Murderers and kidnappers probably thought that too.

Murphy staggered to her feet, wiping the dirty spade on her jean leg and picking up Siegfried’s coffin.

“Later,” she said. “When there’s more light.”

She set out from the copse in a nervous jog, keeping to the path, following it to the parking lot.

If someone were to kidnap her out here, Murphy wondered, how long would it take Eileen and Claire to notice? Hours? Days? Until Mom returned from the cruise?

Even then, they’d probably get over it fast. Mom had two whole other daughters. Claire and Eileen had each other for sisters. Murphy wasn’t essential.

I’m the spare tire of the family, Murphy thought, crossing the parking lot. No one notices me when I’m around. Who would notice if I were gone?

The lot was empty. There were no cars here. No one to see if gloved hands reached out, wrapped around Murphy’s mouth, and dragged her into the gathering shadows. A shudder drove through her spine like a metal stake.

It was a bad idea to dig out here.

A very bad idea.

In this deserted place Murphy’s jokes were pallid, powerless things. Her illusions were silly tricks, learned from library books titled Magic for All and The Art of the Con. Murphy wasn’t meant for deserted places. A magician couldn’t perform without a lively audience. Murphy was going to find that crowd eventually. It would require years of work to make it on stage, but she had what it took. The drama club advisor, Ms. Stubbs, had even confided in Murphy that she was the most talented kid in the group. One day Murphy would make it big.
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