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To the Stewart sisters, Pat and Sally—avid readers who introduced me to the joys of a great mystery






ONE

This is the place where memories go to die.

Officially, Monte Viso’s sixth floor is the memory-support wing, but strip away the top-notch doctors, the warm and earnest aides, the cheerful signs in their block letters and bright primary colors, and the naked truth is: you’re in a vault of forgotten pasts.

There was a time when Mom remembered, and then a time when she did not. Her move here was a stark inflection point for both of us, the acknowledgment that a different future, one in which she spent her golden years rattling around her too-big house with its stately bones, was no longer possible.

I suppose all lives have such pivotal moments, paths diverging, cracking in two—though the finality of the split registers only when we take stock of the universe we now inhabit, surrender to the swift death of the other.

“Where are you taking me?” Mom’s voice is sharp, shaking me from my reverie. Her eyes dart around the off-white hallway, its fresh coat of paint and pale rose carpet failing to counteract the harsh, institutional glare and faint smell of spray cleaner that permeates the sixth floor.

“We’re going out to the courtyard,” I tell her again. “It’s finally cooled off. I brought pomegranate iced tea.”

Slowly, she nods, allowing me to take her elbow and guide her gently toward the elevator.

Seven o’clock is a sleepy time in memory support. Dinner has finished. The more social residents gather in the common room, watching TV or working at jigsaw puzzles. Many are already in bed. Over the past two months, the staff has grown accustomed to my daily routine, my insistence on taking Mom outside unless it’s pouring rain.

I call the elevator, and Mom straightens beside me. Tonight, like every night, she looks impeccable. A healthy shine brushed into her long, brown hair, the gray dyed away. Clothes selected to accentuate, not hide, her tall, upright frame. And just enough makeup to draw out her delicate features.

I take after her—tall, brunette, small features that look refined when made up and mousy in any other light—whereas my little sister, Esme, shares a lucky list of attributes with Dad: blond, effortlessly slim, undeniably attractive, disinclined to ever truly grow up.

The consistency in Mom’s outward appearance is a comfort when the changes to her brain have been so staggering. Familial Alzheimer’s. Early onset. The first signs began at forty-eight; maybe even earlier. In review, I amass a collection of moments of confusion, missed appointments, muddled memories that revealed their importance only in aggregate.

The elevator doors part, and we step inside. I type the access code into the keypad, eyes lingering on the small gray-and-white monitor strapped to Mom’s ankle. At sixty-three, she’s one of the youngest residents at Monte Viso. Unlike many of her peers, she is fully ambulatory, a flight risk. Hence the ankle monitor and access code, insurance she won’t wander away from the sixth floor unaccompanied, or worse, out of the building altogether.

“Hold that!”

The doors jerk back open, revealing Dr. James Paulson’s surprised face. It’s been a month since our breakup, a month during which I’ve carefully arranged my visits around his work schedule, intent on giving him space, on avoiding just such an awkward run-in.

“Oh,” I say, words failing me. My gaze darts from his name tag to his crisp white jacket to the small patch of freckles dusting his nose, unsure where to land.

Jamie recovers first, eyes resuming their familiar, amiable glow as he joins us in the car. He turns to my mother.

“Marjorie Connor. Always a pleasure.”

“You remember Dr. Paulson, Mom?” I ask, knowing full well she does not. On good days, Mom knows me. Close family, old friends. But new faces rarely stick, even the neurologist she saw for a year before his relationship with me made it necessary for her to switch doctors.

The elevator begins its descent, and Mom turns to me as if we are alone in the car. “He’s very handsome. And a doctor.”

I resist the temptation to roll my eyes. Mom’s family didn’t come from money, but marrying Dad—marrying Carl Connor’s wealth—changed everything. If it wasn’t for the favorable terms of the divorce settlement, she would have spent the past two decades living somewhere far more modest than the grand, rambling house on Boneset Lane.

Mom never made a secret of the fact that she wanted Esme and me to marry up. Unsurprisingly, she loves Esme’s husband, Mark Lloyd, of the New York Lloyds, who has been in my sister’s life long enough to stick in Mom’s brain.

Her comment about Jamie lingers in my ears. She has no idea how many months I spent wondering if he might be the one, if marriage was in our future. But not because he’s a doctor, or makes a doctor’s salary. I do just fine on my own at Empire, the private lender in Lower Manhattan to which I commute an hour and a half each way, every day. My job is the only way we can afford Monte Viso. All the time I spent on Jamie had nothing to do with career or money; I simply loved him. And it hasn’t been so easy to leave those feelings in the past.

When the doors open on the ground floor, I motion for Jamie to step out first.

“I didn’t know you’d be on the floor tonight,” I apologize, taking in his achingly familiar crop of brown hair, warm brown eyes, the dusky scruff along his jaw.

He shrugs. “My flight doesn’t leave until almost midnight. Haruto will be covering for me all next week.”

“Of course,” I say, guiding Mom out of the elevator and toward the courtyard doors. “Your trip,” I add, hoping it sounds like I’ve just remembered. Tonight, Jamie is leaving for San Francisco to visit his parents. For months, the trip sat on our shared calendar. For months, I hoped an invitation to join him might materialize. When he unlinked our accounts a week or so after the breakup, all of Jamie’s plans vanished into the ether, leaving my calendar the same uninspired clutter of work meetings and doctors’ appointments and visits with Mom.

Back when I first began bringing her to Jamie’s neurology practice on the Upper East Side, the best in the tristate area, I was still living in Brooklyn and working twelve-hour days, only starting to wrap my head around the reality of Mom’s diagnosis. How she’d require constant supervision, how I would need to return to my Connecticut hometown.

We began dating shortly before I moved back in with Mom. In the little over a year we were together, Jamie was sweet, thoughtful, kind—always there for me, even in the tough times, especially in the tough times. He thrived on being my support as Mom’s health worsened and I struggled to keep her safe at home; I imagine all doctors have a bit of a savior complex.

But eventually, when Mom was settled into Monte Viso, I was no longer someone in crisis mode, nor was I free to move back to the city. Seeing Mom every day was part of the deal I made with myself when I finally opted for long-term care. My life was in Branby now, my time in the city constrained to work.

When the dust settled, what Jamie and I had wasn’t enough: me here and Jamie based primarily in New York City, save for his two days a week at Monte Viso. I would have fought to make it work, but Jamie didn’t see a future for us. I thought our lives made sense entwined, but when he made it clear he didn’t see it the same way, all the fight went out of me.

Jamie reaches over to key the access code into the pad on the wall for Mom and me, and the courtyard door glides slowly open. Mom is already striding out into the warm evening air, but I stand at the threshold, not quite ready to let him go. I miss him. And the fact that my mother doesn’t remember Jamie at all is a cruel twist of the knife; our relationship is squarely in the past, it will never matter. He’s going to San Francisco alone tonight, will go on with his life, and there is absolutely nothing I can do about it.

“Well, it was nice to see you,” I say weakly. “Have a good trip.” A good everything. Without me.

“Right. Enjoy the time with your mom.” His eyes travel beyond me, then skyward. His lashes are unfairly long. “Nice weather tonight.”

He takes two steps back into the hall before turning toward the lobby. Then he’s gone, and my heart is floating freely in my chest, untethered and aching. Apparently, we are now people who comment politely on the weather.

“Esme,” Mom says from the patio chair where she’s settled herself across the courtyard, chin tilted up toward the sun still lodged in the late-summer sky.

“What about Esme?” I ask, unsure if Mom has mistaken me for my little sister. The fact that Esme and I look nothing alike is no guarantee against the ravages of Mom’s Alzheimer’s.

“She said she was going to visit, a week ago, maybe two,” Mom says, “but she hasn’t come. She canceled.”

“I’m sorry.” Mom’s words have alleviated my fear that she has mixed the two of us up tonight, but all the same, I have to wonder if this conversation with Esme even took place. Just as easily, Mom could be remembering one of my many calls, her memory recasting my confirmation of an upcoming visit in her younger daughter’s voice. She is no longer a reliable narrator of her own life.

I take a seat in the patio chair next to her and pull a thermos of the pomegranate iced tea Mom loves from my tote. Maybe Esme did call, dangle the promise of a visit, then flake. I’m very familiar with the sting of my sister’s last-minute cancelations. The last time she came to Branby was the day we moved Mom into Monte Viso, two months ago. I’ve become intimately familiar with Mom’s sharply deteriorating neurological health during the year I’ve been living at home, caring for her, while Esme has managed to avoid the harsher realities of Mom’s decline. It would be nice if she’d help me shoulder the responsibility from time to time, but that’s not Esme.

I unscrew the thermos top and pour the tea into two plastic cups. Mom sips hers, and a smile creeps across her face. For the first time since I got here tonight—perhaps for the first time all day—my shoulders relax. It’s been ungodly hot since midweek, and if the hurricane currently making its way up the coast arrives tomorrow, the rain will drive Mom and me back into the frigid air-conditioning. But this evening is perfect, and I won’t let my sister’s absence or my run-in with Jamie ruin it. I let myself sink into the cushion and enjoy the warm sun on my skin.



There is a particular kind of darkness ushered in by a late-summer storm. It’s not the dark of nightfall—dusky, gradual, accompanied by the low hum of cicadas and a meandering breeze—but sudden and all-consuming, the sky clear one moment and then inky, grim, swollen with threat.

The evening after I bump into Jamie at Monte Viso, I arrive home to 16 Boneset Lane right as the clouds rupture, rain beginning in earnest. Thankful to be in for the night after an early dinner with Mom, I pull around the parking circle and past the lush bed of succulents and hanging vines that was once a perpetually leaky fountain, fat drops splattering against the windshield of my Subaru sedan.

The house sits on several acres of manicured property secluded at the end of a tree-lined cul-de-sac. It’s an updated 1920s affair, over four thousand square feet of stone and wood with four bedrooms and five baths. My sister and I christened it “Old Boney” many years ago after boneset, the tiny white flowers for which our street takes its name, or maybe for the way the walls shift and creak late at night, like an old woman settling into her bones.

Esme and I grew up here together, but my little sister has never felt the same love for the grand old house, or our small Connecticut hometown. The mortgage is paid off, thanks to Dad, but the upkeep and taxes are a significant monthly expense on top of Mom’s care. I should really sell it, but I can’t bear the thought.

The garage door slides shut behind me, and I switch off the ignition just as my phone begins to bleat.

Esme’s name flashes across the screen, and I hurry to answer. Sometimes, I miss our old closeness with a ferocity that knocks the breath from my lungs. But it’s been years since we talked every day, since we went to each other with our problems, since she called me out of the blue.

It’s not surprising, given what I did…

“Hello?”

“Jane, thank god you picked up.”

Phone cradled to my ear, I step out of the car and clamber up the stairs to the kitchen.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“I left Mark.”

The almost flawlessly Michelangean face of my sister’s husband flashes across my mind—the chiseled jawline, not a hint of stubble to be found; straight nose; icy blue eyes; closely clipped brown hair. It’s nearly impossible to picture Mark Lloyd cast aside, his confidence shaken.

“Are you okay?” I ask. “What happened?”

“Nothing happened.”

Mind churning, I cross through the kitchen and into the foyer, flicking on the overhead lights and dropping my bag in its regular spot on the ornate console table.

All her life, Esme has been lucky in love. Lucky, in fact, in everything. The things I’ve worked so hard toward—financial stability, a lifelong romantic partnership—have been handed to Esme, seemingly on a silver platter. I feel terrible that her marriage is on the rocks, of course I do. But for the first time in a long time, I feel something else. The possibility of a connection to this woman who used to be my everything, who has made herself barely more than a stranger in recent years. Suddenly, I feel a little less alone in my uncharmed life.

“I’ve been bored for a while, and I finally woke up,” she continues. “Marrying Mark was a mistake. Now you can gloat about how right you were.”

I start down the hall toward the living room, kitten heels clicking on the Italian marble floor. “I never—”

“Of course you thought it was a mistake. I was twenty-four. Everyone thought it was a mistake.”

It’s true I worried about her decision to get married so young; I’ve always wanted to spare her from any sort of pain, heartbreak or otherwise. I was happy for her, and maybe a little jealous, but mostly I didn’t understand the rush to marry Mark Lloyd, six years her senior and firmly established in his career as an investment banker. Esme was barely out of college when they met, and the power dynamic in their relationship was worrying. But I knew she’d take my criticism badly, and I kept my mouth shut.

Clearly, my discretion didn’t matter. Esme has always been able to read me like a book.

I sink into the living room couch, dark leather cushions shushing beneath me, and let my eyes fall shut. At twenty-eight, my sister still looks like a child playing a very stylish game of dress-up. Wavy blond hair and sparkling green eyes. Pale, blemish-free face. Soft makeup. Tiny frame, unique in a family of formidable height, with the delicate features and high cheekbones to match.

Only the jagged pink scar that runs all the way from her shoulder to her elbow mars the doll-like effect. The cut healed years ago, but the scar’s indelible presence is a reminder of how badly I hurt her, how I will forever live in her debt.

“I thought you were young,” I say, choosing my words carefully. All her life, people have wanted to take care of Esme. Perhaps me, most of all.

“See? Gloat away.”

“I’m not gloating, truly.” The last thing I want is for this rare phone call to turn into a fight. My gaze travels across the living room, past the entrance to the three-season porch, to the wide picture window overlooking the patio, the grounds, the small stone cottage. Thunder rumbles overhead, and a thin blade of lightning splits the sky.

“Anyway. I need some time to clear my head,” she says, “and nothing exciting ever happens in Branby.”

My chest swells with the knowledge that she wants to come here, to me, to weather the storm. Is it too much to hope that her return home will open a new chapter for us, one in which we start to mend? I want it so badly, my throat aches.

“You can stay as long as you want,” I say.

Esme doesn’t respond right away, and it hits me that she didn’t actually say she wanted to stay at Old Boney, with me. Laughter erupts in the background, and the clinking of glasses. It sounds like she’s at a party, or out at a restaurant, and the noise reminds me I haven’t gone out on a Saturday night since Jamie ended things between us.

My sister and I have always been so different. While Esme is a social butterfly, I am reserved; while she thrives on drama and secrecy, I am practical and measured. Even our names are uncanny reflections of the women we’ve become—plain Jane after my paternal grandmother; then Esme, Mom’s fanciful choice for her second daughter after ceding to Dad’s strong will when naming their first.

Just as her silence is becoming unbearable, Esme clears her throat. Then her voice cuts through the background noise, carrying an obvious note of tension. “Thanks, Janie. I might take you up on that. But I need you to come get me.”

“You still haven’t told me what happened with Mark,” I urge, pressing the phone to my ear, hoping she’ll open up to me, like she always used to.

“I did though.”

“You realized it was a mistake,” I say. But something tangible must have happened to prompt her to leave him. “Did you have a fight?”

“No fight.”

“If Mark was hurting you, you’d tell me, right? If he did something—”

“It’s nothing like that,” she cuts in, voice clipped. “I left Mark on Thursday, and I’ve been figuring things out. I said I’d meet him for dinner tonight. He wanted to talk.”

“Okay,” I say slowly. “It went badly?”

“It didn’t go at all. Mark wants the impossible; I’m done. Dinner would have been a senseless agony. And now I really need a ride.”

My eyes travel again to the back of the house, rain pummeling the picture window. Water streams down the glass in sheets. “Where are you?”

“Thanks so much,” she says, although I haven’t agreed to anything. “I’ll text you the address.”

The call ends, and a moment later, my phone chimes with a new text.


420 Madison @ E 48.

Txt me when you’re here.



I blink at the screen, pulse ticking in my throat. It feels good to be needed, like old times.

But this is a bad night for a drive. I squeeze my eyes shut, and I can almost feel the steering wheel bucking in my grasp, the tires beginning to hydroplane. Then I’m back there, fifteen years ago. Scared out of my mind, totally out of control, screaming at the top of my lungs while Mom’s car spins and spins, hurtling toward the grim promise of impact…

I pry my eyes open and shake the memory away, but I’m left with the reality that Esme’s not exactly nearby; it’s an hour’s drive to Midtown Manhattan in the best of weather. My fingers hover over the screen.


It’s storming! I can’t drive into the city right now. Don’t you have a friend you can stay with for the night?

Jane, come on! I have nowhere to go.



That cannot possibly be true. After all, she’s been staying somewhere for the last two nights. But something is going on with her, more than she’s letting on. My stomach clenches with nerves—for what she’s not telling me, for what I need to do. Because I am incapable of ignoring her cry for help, a truth as elemental to our relationship as the molecules of our DNA.

I picture her then in the days after Mom and Dad’s divorce, a fragile ten-year-old in black leggings and a shimmery gold tank top that makes her look older than her age. She sits outside, on the patio wall, looking away from the house and chewing her fingers raw. I join her, and for a moment, we sit there in silence, staring at the lawn, the stone cottage in the back, the unblemished blue sky. Then she rests her head on my shoulder, a signal I can wrap my arm around her, draw her close to me, that she will let me absorb some of the hurt into my skin.

The memory fades and I head back into the foyer for my keys, torn between two competing urges: to tell my sister firmly but gently no for the first time in my life, or to get in the car and rescue her.






TWO GONE


Five minutes later, I’m back in the garage, door up, sitting in the driver’s seat of my Subaru. The key is in the ignition, but I can’t bring myself to turn it. In the rearview, water streams down the driveway, gutters in the succulent fountain. Relentless.

Thunder booms overhead, and my palms go clammy against the wheel. A whimper escapes my lips.

I nearly killed my sister that night fifteen years ago, driving recklessly in a thunderstorm on the highway. I could have chosen inertia, but instead I chose to act, grabbing the keys, then Esme’s hand, my mind made up. From there, the consequences seemed to flow as through a broken dam into a new universe of my creation, wave after unbridled wave, no return.

My heart was in the right place, a fact I have clung to all these years. But beside it is the unassailable truth that I almost destroyed everything.

The old questions rattle around my brain, restless ghosts. Did I do more harm than good that night—to Esme, to who we are to each other? If I could go back, what path would I choose?

But I don’t have time to dwell in the past. Right now, Esme needs me.

I suck in a deep breath and try to reason with myself. I know these roads; I drive around Branby in bad weather all the time. It’s getting on the highway that terrifies me, but maybe the storm will pass. Maybe I’ll drive out of it. All I have to do is turn the key.

Hand trembling, I start the car, shift into reverse, back out of the garage. As I ease around the parking circle, lightning flashes, filling the sky with sharp white light.

A series of angry beeps blares from my phone, and I slam on the brakes.


Flash flood warning for Fairfield, New Haven, Middlesex, and Hartford Counties.



Perfect.

I can’t do this.

I shift back into park and call Esme.

“Are you on your way?” Her voice is eager, impatient.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I just can’t.”

For a moment, she says nothing. Her disappointment radiates through the phone. “So what am I supposed to do?” she finally asks.

My eyes lift to the car ceiling. I want to be strong for her, to come to my sister’s rescue like I always used to. But the old fear is paralyzing. “I’m sorry. Can you take the train?”

“Janie, that’s why I called. Metro-North is down.”

Of course. “Then you’ll have to take a cab.”

“There are no cabs! And both Lyft and Uber are giving me a two-hour wait.”

Tears prick the corners of my eyes. I feel like such a failure, but surely I’m not her only option?

“Look,” she wheedles when I’ve been silent too long, “I know you hate storms, and you’re probably all shaken up, but—”

“Esme,” I cut her off. “Please understand.” My sister, better than anyone, should not require an explanation.

“What am I supposed to do?” she asks again, voice small.

“You have so many friends in the city. Can you go to one of their places for the night? If the trains are still messed up tomorrow, I’ll pick you up. We’ll go—”

“Not an option.”

I shake my head, at a loss for what to make of her claim. Of course she has friends she could call, of course she could crash somewhere in the city. Something very strange is going on with my sister.

I open my mouth to suggest she book a hotel room for the night, but what comes out instead is: “Why are you lying to me?”

On the other end, there’s a muffled gasp, as if Esme can’t believe I’ve flung such an accusation at her. I can hardly believe it myself.

“Go look in the mirror,” she snaps. “We’re all fucking liars.”

Then my phone screen goes dark. My sister has hung up on me.



The next morning, I pad downstairs, poorly rested. My jaw aches from a night spent clenching my teeth, still wired from the fight with Esme. I half expect to see her sprawled on the living room couch, a throw pulled over her delicate frame, the evening’s raiments discarded in a sopping heap in the hallway. But there’s nothing—no Esme, no evidence she found another way up to Branby. Guilt knifes through me.

I drop a bag of orange pekoe into my favorite blue-glazed mug and assure myself that Esme is fine. Despite her claims to the contrary, by the time I switched off the light, she was most likely fast asleep on the futon—or more likely spare bed—of one of her equally well heeled friends. My sister has lived in Manhattan since college; she has a wide net in the city.

Even so, I need to check in. The rain has long cleared, and if she still needs a ride, I can go get her now. While the tea steeps, I run upstairs to grab my phone, then right back down when I find the charger empty. I lift my purse from the table in the foyer and dig around. I’m about to dump the contents onto the couch when I realize that, in all of last night’s agitation, I must have left my phone in the car.

I pound down the stairs to the garage and slip back into the driver’s seat. There are no texts from Esme, but I have two Monte Cares alerts from last night—a power outage at Monte Viso, then another letting me know the power has been restored—and two missed calls and a new voice mail, from Mark. That’s a surprise; I can count on one hand the times my brother-in-law has called me.

Jaw ticking, I take the stairs back up to the kitchen and check the time on the calls: 8:45 and 9:25 a.m. I take my tea out to the three-season porch and settle in on the love seat. After I’ve taken a sip and set the mug down on the wicker table, I play the voice mail.

Jane, hi, listen. Esme was supposed to meet me at Oma last night, but she never showed up. I’ve called several times, and she’s not answering. She mentioned going to stay with you, so can you let me know that she got there? It’s been a difficult few weeks, and I’d feel better knowing she arrived in one piece. Okay, well. Call me right away when you get this.

I should be sympathetic to his concern, but it’s hard to get past the smug banker’s tone, the way he addresses me like a subordinate. Call me right away. Mark Lloyd is a person accustomed to getting precisely what he wants, when he wants it. I’m sure he would feel better knowing Esme got safely to Connecticut, but the fact is, she’s not here.

I try Esme instead. The phone rings several times, then switches to voice mail: This is Esme. I probably won’t listen to this, so text me. Beep.

My sister has had the same outgoing message for years; she hasn’t had to change it because she has never had to worry about sounding professional. Almost as soon as they got engaged, Mark encouraged her to quit her entry-level position at a literary agency “to pursue her writing full-time,” a lifestyle that has included hosting exclusive literary salons and mentoring student writers, but which has never seemed to involve much in the way of actual writing. I start composing a text, then decide to try calling her again.

This time, someone answers on the second ring with a terse “Hello?”

“Esme? That you?”

“No.” The voice is female, but throatier than my sister’s. Older too. “If Esme is the owner of this phone, she left it on the bar last night. Tell her to come pick it up.”

“Wait,” I say quickly, sensing she’s about to hang up. “Did you see the woman who left it? Do you know what time—?”

“Didn’t work last night,” she cuts in. “The Monarch will hold the phone in lost and found for a week. After that, no guarantees.”

Then she’s gone.

I stare blankly at my screen. Esme didn’t come here, and she didn’t go home.

She drinks, sometimes a lot, but she didn’t sound drunk when we talked last night. That said, it was still early, and she was at a bar. I picture Esme staying for another drink or three after we spoke, then stumbling into a cab. Most likely, the driver delivered her to a friend’s apartment, as I suggested, where she’s currently sleeping it off. Leaving her phone behind probably doesn’t signal anything’s wrong. She’ll wake up, realize it’s missing, and swing by the Monarch to retrieve it on her way to Branby.

I left her hanging, but she’s fine. Almost certainly. Unless my instinct last night was right, and something else really is going on…

I shake the feeling off, convince myself to get in the shower and go about my day. If she hasn’t turned up by this evening, then I’ll worry.

At noon, I meet Mom for omelets and orange juice at Monte Viso, then head to the grocery store, then Target. When I get home, there’s still no sign of Esme. She has keys to the house; if she made it up here, she’d have let herself in. I call her phone again; this time, it goes straight to voice mail. It’s ten after three. Surely she’s awake by now, but if she got brunch in the city, if she’s with her friends, it’s entirely possible she hasn’t gone to the Monarch yet. The address she sent me last night is in Midtown, and I highly doubt any of her friends live around there. I resolve to put away the groceries, then I settle in at the dining room table to tackle a few work emails. If I haven’t heard from her by five, I’ll call Mark, see if he has any updates.

At five on the dot, I snap my laptop shut and pick up my phone. My finger hovers over Mark’s number, but I find myself scrolling through my contacts instead, unsure exactly what I’m hoping to find. I barely know the names of Esme’s friends, let alone their numbers. There’s Whitney, her best friend from NYU, but Whitney moved to Vermont or New Hampshire a few years ago. And once, soon after Mark and Esme were married, I joined them for dinner with a few of Mark’s investment banking colleagues, but I can’t imagine Esme went to stay with one of Mark’s friends. Esme is always going out, always flitting from party to party, but the composition of her social circle is a mystery to me.

Then I remember Kiku, her cohost from the literary salon she runs. I met her only the one time at a dimly lit speakeasy in SoHo, probably three years ago, but I know she works at an agency, so I google “Kiku” and “literary agent,” hoping to find her contact information. My search locates Kiku Shima easily enough, but if she’s on social she keeps her profiles private, and her agency page instructs writers seeking representation to contact her through a query manager. I click the link, half-heartedly thinking I’ll fill out the form and hope she sees it, but a note pops up on my screen telling me, Sorry! Kiku Shima is currently closed to queries.

I’m out of ideas. Unless—Instagram. I open the app, then click on Esme’s account in hopes she’s posted since last night. To my surprise, her page is nearly empty. In place of the hundreds of carefully curated and beautifully edited shots of her life in the city that my sister has cataloged for years, a single post sits at the top of her profile. A pair of slim legs shown from the knee down, feet in a pair of pretty gold Balenciaga slingbacks. They’re lovely, delicate, the kind of thing I’d never in a million years buy for myself. A massive cream-and-blue carpet bag rests on the cobblestones beside her, washed in sunshine. The messaging is clear: the shoes, the travel bag, the picturesque street. A new path, Esme style. I tap open the full caption.

Time for a fresh start. I’m archiving all my prior posts (!) and embarking on a new chapter. This is a little bit scary, but I’ve been overdue for a change. I’ve got so much in store, so thank you for trusting me and sticking around. More to come!

There are no hashtags, no further clues to demystify what kind of “fresh start” she’s talking about, but the post is dated Thursday—the day she left Mark.

Since then, it’s accumulated over three thousand likes. My sister is far from famous, but becoming a Lloyd has made her a bit of a society darling among a certain New York set. Her account is followed by a truly mind-boggling number of aspiring writers and would-be socialites, all of whom seem to hang on her every move. I scroll down to the comments. Hundreds of Esme’s followers wishing her well, bemoaning the loss of the posts she’s archived, asking where she’s off to, what’s next for her, if she has a discount code for the Balenciagas. As far as I can tell, my sister hasn’t responded to any of them. I look for familiar names among the handles, but there are none I recognize. Instagram is a dead end.

Feeling a sudden prickling anxiety, I resign myself to calling Mark. He picks up before I even hear it ring.

“Jane, finally. Is she with you?”

My jaw clenches, and I try to relax. “No, I’m sorry. I just got your message.”

He groans. “Shit. I’ve been calling around, but I’ve come up empty. I hoped she was in Connecticut with you.”

“Unfortunately not. She called me from a bar near Grand Central a little after eight last night, begging for a ride. But it was the middle of a thunderstorm. I told her to go to a friend’s.”

He clears his throat. “Right. Well, she was supposed to meet me for dinner at eight. She didn’t cancel, she just didn’t show up. And she definitely didn’t come home.”

Does Mark sound a touch defensive, or is that a hint of anger in his voice?

A lump lodges in my throat. For the first time, I’m starting to really worry. “I’m sorry, Mark. If she shows up here, I’ll call you right away.”

He promises to do the same, and then I’m left blinking at the dining room wall. I should know what to do in this situation, but my mind is blank.

For once in my life, I need someone to take care of me.

I pull up my favorites and stare at the list. Mom and Esme are followed by Alisha and Claire, my two best friends. At least, they used to be. Alisha and I were still pretty tight until last December, when she left Empire Lenders to move on to a new job. I look at my text history with Claire with a guilty twinge; my last message to her is an apology for canceling on a plan nearly two months ago. Ever since Mom’s diagnosis, my world has narrowed: work, commuting, caregiving, and for a blissful year, Jamie. He fit into my life in a way that made sense even when nothing else did, but in the meantime, I let everything else fall by the wayside.

Now the thought of catching up with either Alisha or Claire so I can lay my Esme crisis at their feet feels equal parts shitty and exhausting.

Below their names is Jamie’s.

Before I can think too hard about it, I press Call.

When the phone has rung four times, I almost hang up. He won’t pick up. He’s in San Francisco. Christ, I shouldn’t—

“Jane?” He sounds distracted. In the background, I can hear someone talking.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “It’s a bad time. You’re with your family?”

“Hang on.” There’s a brief, muffled pause, then he’s back. “It’s fine. What’s going on?”

It doesn’t sound fine. He sounds annoyed, which—of course he’s annoyed. We’re broken up, and I’m calling on his vacation.

“Why are you calling?” he continues when I fail to say anything. “Is everything all right?”

“No, not really… Um, how’s San Francisco?”

“Jane. What’s going on?”

“I’m so sorry for bothering you, but I didn’t know who else to call,” I blurt.

“It’s okay,” he says, voice reassuring now. “I’m listening.” Of course he is. Jamie may no longer see a future for us, but he will always be there for me in a crisis. He thrives on it.

In the early days of our relationship, Jamie shared that his grandmother’s swift descent into dementia, something he was powerless to stop, inspired him to become a brain doctor. Since childhood, he’s been wired to help others, to problem-solve, to step up in an emergency. My guilt over interrupting his vacation fades a little.

I tell him the whole story, starting with Esme’s call last night, and he listens patiently. On two occasions while we were together, Jamie and I were supposed to get dinner with Esme and Mark. Both times, Esme canceled at the last minute. Jamie doesn’t know my sister, but he knows she can be flighty and hard to pin down, that I have longed to be closer to her in our adult lives and struggled to find a way.

When I finish, he clears his throat. My heart is pounding, but just knowing I’m not alone in this anymore is comforting. Jamie is a highly capable, levelheaded adult. Jamie will help.

When he speaks, he’s switched on his Dr. Paulson voice. Calm, reassuring, in control. “Esme’s probably fine, but I think you should start calling hospitals.”

“Hospitals, right.” Of course Jamie knows what to do. The relief is instant.

“As a precaution. You said she was in Manhattan when she called?”

“East Forty-Eighth and Madison.”

“Okay. We’ll split it up. I’m going to text you a list of numbers.”

“Right. You’re right.” I would have figured this out on my own. Of course I would have. But letting someone else take charge right now feels impossibly good.

“And call the bar again. Not her phone, but the line for the Monarch. See if she’s come back for her phone.”

“Yes. That makes sense.”

“It’s going to be fine. But Jane?”

“Mm-hmm?”

“Has Mark notified the police?”

My breath catches in my throat. “I don’t… He didn’t say. I don’t think so, not yet.”

“Hmm.”

“You think that’s strange?”

“I don’t know, maybe not. But it’s been close to twenty-four hours since anybody’s heard from her. If I were her husband, if it was my wife, I would’ve reported her missing.”

I get off the phone and google how long do you have to wait to report a missing person in NYC? The results take me to a police site. Clearly I’m not the only person who’s had this question. Please call 911 or notify the NYPD Missing Persons Squad as soon as possible to report that a person is missing because late notification can cause loss of valuable time in conducting a search. There are no requirements to wait a specified amount of time before contacting the NYPD.

A text from Jamie comes in. I’ll take A-M. It’ll be okay, followed by the promised list of Manhattan emergency departments and their phone numbers.

I look at Jamie’s list, then I close the text and dial the number for the Missing Persons Squad. While it rings, my heart begins to thud. Last night, I knew something strange was going on with my sister. She asked for my help, and my last words to her were an accusation: Why are you lying to me?

The operator picks up and asks how he can help.

I swallow, hard. “I need to report a missing person.”






2 HOME


I’m still in the garage when thunder rumbles, loud and angry. Reflected in the rearview, water streams down the driveway, gutters in the succulent fountain. Relentless. Every muscle in my body tenses; I feel like I’m going to snap.

Hand trembling, I start the Subaru, shift into reverse, back out of the garage. As I ease around the parking circle, lightning floods the car with an intense surge of white.

A series of angry beeps blares from my phone. Eyes locked on the windshield, I scrabble around on the passenger seat with one hand. My fingertips graze the case, succeeding only in knocking it to the floor, where it promptly slides beneath the seat. Perfect.

I can’t do this.

I shift back into park and press my eyes shut. I should call Esme, tell her to take a cab or find a friend’s couch to crash on for the night. Surely I’m not her only option.

But she asked me. She wants me to swoop in and save her like I always used to, when we were kids. It’s a role I know how to play, and it’s been such a long time since she’s needed me like this. Fear pricks at the back of my neck, but beneath it, there’s the hope I’ve felt since her name flashed across my phone screen—that this could be a fresh start for us.

Fifteen years ago, I nearly killed my sister, and every day since I have lived in her debt.

I pry my eyes open, focus on the windshield wipers battling the rain. I remind myself that I am not seventeen, am not operating on cold dread mixed with bad judgment—others’ and my own. But the old questions rattle around my brain, restless ghosts. Did I do more harm than good that night—to Esme, to who we are to each other? If I could go back, what path would I choose?

I don’t have time to dwell in the past. Right now, Esme needs me.

And I am perfectly capable of making the drive into the city—a drive I’ve done a thousand times before. If I leave Esme to fend for herself tonight, she’ll feel abandoned. Who knows what rash decisions she might make, what trouble she might get into. How she might come to resent me, crushing any possibility that her time in Branby might spark up the old closeness again. It occurs to me, not for the first time in my life, how much can ride on a single moment, the way one choice can pave the path forward.

My phone chimes, and I dig it out from where it’s slid beneath the passenger seat. Dismissing the flood alerts that have collected on my screen, I open Esme’s text.


Are you on your way?



I press my lips between my teeth.


Yes. I’m coming.



I breathe in, reset, and shift back into drive. Soon, I’m making my way through Branby and onto I-95, where traffic is stop and go, but moving. I’m still on edge, but I’m fine. The rain lets up a bit on the highway, and by the time I pull up to the corner of Madison and East Forty-Eighth, the storm has abated to a steady drizzle. I double-park in front of a tall building with a charcoal-gray awning jutting over the sidewalk. The Monarch Hotel, a landmark if somewhat touristy Midtown institution.

This must be it, although what brought her to a hotel bar of all places, I can’t imagine. It’s nowhere near the Village, and the Monarch is a far cry from the trendy nightlife spots Esme’s always showcasing on Instagram.

My gaze lands on the hotel’s name illuminated in marquee lights above the revolving door. Perhaps she’s been staying here, in which case keeping her room for the night would have been a great idea. Why the sudden rush to come home to Branby, a place she typically avoids?

But I’m here now. My sister is an enigma, and I’ve long ago given up on trying to figure her out.

I put on my flashers and text her.

Thirty seconds later, she’s bursting through a door to the left of the lobby entrance in a sleek rose cocktail dress and a pair of pretty gold Balenciaga slingbacks, no umbrella. Behind her, a bellhop lugs a massive cream-and-blue carpet bag and twin roller cases, gleaming black Louis Vuittons. So she has been staying here. I pop the trunk.

Esme darts into the passenger’s seat and drops a boxy gold-and-white handbag, probably vintage, onto her lap. “Christ, what a fucking night.”

When the trunk slams shut, I put on my signal and pull back into the street, prompting a series of honks from a cab in the other lane.

For the next couple of blocks, Esme stares out the window, silent. Finally, I clear my throat.

“So you stood Mark up for a twenty-four-dollar martini, huh?” I can’t keep the amusement out of my voice.

Esme doesn’t answer. The rain has stopped completely now, and traffic is moving at a clip as we head toward the parkway. Ever since we were little, my sister has always held her secrets close. In school, she’d drive her little friends crazy, spilling her guts one day, then refusing to share even the most inconsequential details of her life the next. It builds an air of mystery, she told me once, tucking a single blond wave behind her ear.

But she’d come home and tell me. She always used to tell me.

“So you couldn’t have stayed the night?” I try again. “I would have gotten you in the morning.”

“I checked out hours ago, and then they were fully booked. Saturday night.” She shrugs. “I was planning to see Mark, then collect my bags and order a Lyft up to Branby, but Mark was being a dick, and then the storm…”

She pulls out her phone and starts scrolling, shutting the conversation down.



When my phone shrills from the nightstand, the room is still cloaked in darkness, the work of thick curtains blacking out the bank of large windows overlooking the stone patio. I scrabble for it, adrenaline coursing through my veins. At night, I leave the ringer cranked up in case there’s an emergency with Mom. Last night there were two Monte Cares alerts—a power outage, then another letting me know the power had been restored—but now, the name on the screen isn’t one of the several Monte Viso numbers I have programmed into my phone.

“Mark. What’s going on?”

It’s before nine on a Sunday morning. My brother-in-law is not in the habit of calling me at normal times, let alone early on a weekend. The hairs on the back of my neck bristle.

“I woke you.”

He doesn’t apologize. I press my thumb and forefinger into the corners of my eyes. “It’s fine. I’m up now.”

“Jane, listen. Esme was supposed to meet me at Oma last night, and she never showed up. I’ve been calling, and… Anyway, she mentioned she was planning to stay with you.”

I wonder once more what’s been going on in their relationship, why she left, exactly how messy things got between them.

“Esme’s fine,” I assure him. “I picked her up from some bar near Grand Central. I’m afraid she got cold feet about your dinner.”

Through the phone, I hear a loud crack. Mark’s dropped something, or hit something. “Fuck,” he says sharply, then draws in a noisy breath. When he speaks again, his voice is measured. “Good, fine. I’m glad she’s safe. Your sister likes to make me worry.”
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