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To the early 2010 internet personalities who raised me.

But mostly to my mom, who actually raised me.





    One thing needs to be made clear: I did not kill my twin sister.
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February

Are you filming a video?”

“What?” I glance at the blond teen across the counter as I scan her box of supersized tampons. Three girls of similar font trail behind her in a cluster, their spidery eyes orbiting me with equal curiosity.

“A video,” she clarifies, rather unhelpfully. “Is there a hidden camera somewhere?”

Her friends, thrilled at this proposition, examine the dusty ceiling beams, raking manicured hands over trashy tabloids as if a DSLR could hide between flimsy pages of celebrity scandals. One points toward the door. “I see it! There!” She smiles and waves.

I resist rolling my eyes. “That’s a security camera. And please stop messing with the magazines. I don’t know what you’re going on about.”

Only, I do.

I know exactly what they’re talking about—who.

“You’re Chloe Van Huusen, right?”

There it is.

Chloe Van Huusen.

“I’m a huge fan! Been watching since I was ten.”

I flash a stiff smile, gritting my teeth. “I’m not Chloe. Would you like a plastic bag for ten cents?”

“Nah.” She inserts her card into the reader. It’s a Black AmEx. Of course. This golden-haired teen with rich parents and no credit limit is exactly Chloe’s demo.

“But, like, you are filming a video, right? I mean, why else would you be here? Let me guess! Being a cashier for twenty-four hours challenge?”

“Oh!” chimes another. “Trying new jobs for a week challenge?”

“Nope! Sorry!” I rip the receipt from the dispenser and shove it in the girl’s hand. “Thank you so much for shopping at SuperFoods. Have a super day. Bye!”

She backs up, startled at my snippy tone, before scurrying away with her chittering pack, their hushed voices like buzzing mosquitos.

“That lady was kind of a bitch.”

“It can’t be her. Chloe is so nice.”

“Oh my god.”

“What?”

“Do you think it’s her twin? From that video?”

A gasp. “Oh my god, yes.”

“What was her name? Janice?”

“Jordan?”

“Jade?”

“It’s Julie!” I scream.

They jump and spin toward me, eyes wide. One of them lets out a squeak. The first girl drops her tampons. She picks up the box and they bolt out of the store as if I’m a rabid animal about to attack.

“You can’t yell at the customers,” Vera, the cashier in the aisle next to me, says. Her gold Employee of the Month badge catches the sunlight. “Everyone should feel super after leaving SuperFoods.”

“Whatever.”

Her jaw drops, eyes glinting with an opportunity to lecture me on the Ten Tenets of Super Employees at SuperFoods. Thankfully, a man walks up to her aisle, and she whips toward him. “Welcome to SuperFoods!” she chirps. “I hope you’re having a super day!”

Stifling a yawn, I lean my hip against the counter when I notice my manager squinting at me through the grimy square window of his office door. Wary of his vigilance, I pull out a Kit Kat box and rearrange the red rectangles as a pretense of productivity while I zone out, thinking of the girls. Maybe I was too harsh. Being a young woman is already like existing in the seventh circle of hell. Not to mention one of them is on her period. Your internet idol’s doppelgänger shouting at you is the last thing anyone wants.

But the last thing I want is any mention of my twin.

The mere whisper of her name short-circuits my brain and I tend to grow a little cross. Just a little. Like, the teeniest bit.

Although, if you knew my twin like I do, you’d applaud my reaction.

Here’s the hard truth that Chloe Van Huusen fans fail to realize: she’s far from the pretty little angel she pretends to be.

I only had to spend one afternoon with her to come to this conclusion.

We were twenty-one during our brief and highly publicized reunion, a whole seventeen years since some drunk driver crushed our parents under his pickup. The state had separated us before we learned to grieve, since the couple that fast-tracked Chloe’s adoption only wanted one kid. I was sent to our aunt, a penny-pinching, foul-mouthed Cantonese woman who uses old Cheeto bags as folders for her tax returns, while my twin was adopted by an affluent white couple in New York City, legally rebranding herself a Van Huusen. She probably lived in a brownstone with Sex and the City–style steps, stomping into cliquey private schools with cashmere plaid skirts and pink feathery pens, while I shared a bunk bed with my cousin, who’d flick my bra strap for fun.

I knew of Chloe’s high-profile life because people often looked at me with furrowed brows, a spark of recognition in their eyes. Hey, you look like Chloe Van Huusen, they’d say. My twin’s luxurious lifestyle content had attracted over one million Instagram followers and six hundred thousand YouTube subscribers. While she was enjoying sponsored island retreats to the Bahamas and Bora Bora, wearing outfits from The Row and Loewe, I was scanning coupons behind a cash register. (Still am!) At night, I’d spend hours scrolling through her pages, passively absorbing our disparate lives through the screen. My thumb sometimes hovered over Message before swiping away.

Reaching out risked forming a connection. And forming a connection meant I’d have to acknowledge our differences, cementing the fact that I—someone born from the same womb, formed from the same clump of cells—had failed everywhere she hadn’t.

But then, out of nowhere, she popped into my life again.

I was working my usual morning shift, ringing up bananas (4011) and a bag of chia seeds for a platinum-haired lady with a shrieking baby clawing at her breast. Out of nowhere, a film crew ran up to my lane. One camera was pointed at me, the other pointed at the entrance.

Chloe sashayed through the sliding glass doors like the main character of a 2000s movie, her kitten heels click, click, clicking against vinyl, a ridiculous pink beret poised on her head, sun pooling on her back.

“Julie?” She gasped like she didn’t know she’d find me here.

Seeing Chloe IRL was like looking in a fun-house mirror installed with Facetune. Her silky hair fell down her shoulders in loose waves, while mine resembled inked hay with split ends. Her skin was radiant from all her complimentary facials, while I looked like I hadn’t slept for three days. And her hands looked soft, pliable, not a trace of labor in her sharp, shellacked nails, while I had chewed mine down to raw skin, tender hangnails clinging dryly for dear life.

“It’s been so long!” Tears flooded her eyes as she wrapped her toned arms around me, cameras hovering. “I’ve missed you so much, Julie.”

I was squished in Chloe’s perfume-aisle-scented hug, immobile from shock. A million questions ripped through my mind—how she found me, why she was here—but they never left my gaping lips, since I was too overstimulated by the crowd thronging around our sisterly reunion.

My answers came when I watched her video. Turns out, Chloe had hired a private investigator to locate me months ago. He had tailed me in a dark SUV, collecting footage of me obliviously staring down at my phone while walking to and from work, which was later edited over doleful royalty-free music like I was some endangered marsupial in a nature documentary. A week before her arrival, she had contacted my store manager for permission to film. Every employee on the clock that day knew she’d show up and they were delighted to play along in the production.

After our dramatic reunion, the manager dismissed me early (without pay!) so I could film the rest of my twin’s video. In the parking lot, Chloe wrapped a blindfold tight around my eyes, stuffing me in the passenger seat of a car rigged with cameras for a “surprise.” As we drove, my twin told an invisible audience the story of our childhood, narrating our parents’ deaths and our separation, lacing her narrative with heartfelt details I didn’t quite remember but that could’ve been true. Every now and then, she’d punctuate her sentence with a high-pitched “Right?” leaving a beat just long enough for me to nod, before continuing her exuberant song and dance down memory lane. After fifteen minutes, she let me out of the car, pushed a key into my fist, and released me from my blindness. Before I processed that we were on the other side of town, Chloe pointed to a house just down the block and shrieked: “It’s your house now!”

“W-what?” When I watch the video back, I always cringe at my expression here. The ugly confusion next to my shiny twin. I looked like the after crack example of an antidrug campaign.

“With the cost of living these days, I figured you must be living paycheck to paycheck working at a grocery store. So, I decided to buy you a house!” She giggled as she took my clammy hand, traipsing through the newly renovated home.

I couldn’t believe it. Both the fact that Chloe’s fingers were intertwined with mine after so many years, and the fact that she had bought me a house.

A whole damn house.

On the dimly lit porch that reeked of fresh paint, we filmed a segment where she professed how much she had missed me. Her speech was breathless and cloying, so eloquent it must have been prepared. Yet, in the moment, once she whispered, “I’ve missed you so much, Ju-Ju,” I unraveled entirely.

Ju-Ju sounds similar to “piggy” in Cantonese: 猪猪. I know, I know, that seems mean, bordering on fat-shaming. But it was affectionate—I swear. It meant I was cute and small, something to be coddled and adored, like McDull. As soon as that childhood nickname slipped through Chloe’s glossy lips, she pried open the gates of my repressed emotions and released a flash flood of hot tears. I believed her lies with unbounded hope: she missed me, thought of me, loved me—she wanted me in her life again. I didn’t realize how profoundly lonely I was, how much I had craved family and belonging, until she showed up. Until she called me a little pig again.

She was a messiah. A beautiful angel plucking me out of the gutter. Creation of Adam shit.

Then a crew member said, “That’s a wrap.” The cameras stopped rolling.

Chloe stepped away from me. Her eyes flickered, brightness displaced by an eerie distance. “Bye, Julie.” Then she was gone.

In her wake, she left me with a renovated home (featuring the landlord special: crumbling foundation, painted-over appliances, mushrooms sprouting from dank corners) and a YouTube video the next week: “Finding My Long-Lost Twin and Buying Her a House #EMOTIONAL.” It hit ten million views in two days. People squealed about Chloe’s generosity, how they’d cried watching the reunion, how lucky I was.

But she never called after the video—never gave me her phone number. Not even an Instagram follow.

I was demoted to a lurker, a measly data point within her growing subscriber count. Lost in her crowd of fans, I watched as she broke one million, then two, then three, then somehow skyrocketing to six million followers. As she opened a TikTok account. As she networked with celebrities at #NYFW. As she hard-launched a boyfriend, some ratty, tattooed white guy who looked one bad hair day away from starting a men’s rights podcast. As she posted a breakup announcement shortly after.

When the occasional commenter asked: What happened to your twin? She’d reply: Julie isn’t a public figure. We all need to respect her privacy. People believed her because she was the adored Chloe Van Huusen, who could do no wrong. Sometimes I wanted to reply, Hey! I’m here! She only used me for her video! And she’s actually a huge fucking cunt!!!! But I could already imagine her rabid fans spamming me with hate messages, foaming at the mouth to defend their internet fave. She already bought you a house, what more could you want? You’re just a knockoff, uglier version of her. No one cares about you! Desperate much?

Despite the explosive views (sitting pretty at twenty million!), people moved on from me quickly. I had my ten seconds of viral fame and after that, no one cared. I am a redundant replica floating in my twin’s orbit, a footnote in her grand life, a fun fact in her fan Wiki—Did you know Chloe has a twin?

I accepted she’d never reach out after a year of silence, and I’d blocked her socials as a weak attempt to protect my sanity. But an online barricade can’t be imposed onto reality.

My twin’s soaring success meant more and more people mistook me for her. Now, I rarely go two weeks without a stinging reminder of her betrayal. Every time my twin is mentioned, I spiral, and at night, I sometimes hear her when the crumbling house shudders. Ju-Ju, the rooms groan. It’s like her voice is trapped in an echo between walls, scraping at the dozen layers of white paint, desperate to crawl out.



“It’s inappropriate to yell at customers,” my manager says now. I have a feeling Vera snitched. Behind him is a photo of her, smiling with her dumb Employee of the Month certificate and a $50 coupon to SuperFoods. She bought forty-five cans of mushroom soup for our local charity. I hate her.

“Sorry.”

“I’m also docking the gum you stole from your paycheck this week.”

I was sure the gum rack was in a blind spot. Did Vera rat on me for this too?

He leans forward, his voice stern and low, breath pungent with the salami sandwich he had for lunch. “You’ve been a vital part of SuperFoods for a decade and that’s why I’m being lenient. But this isn’t the first nor the second offense. Don’t let it happen again. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

I nod, staring at my dry cuticles.

He dismisses me.

I dread going home, knowing Chloe’s voice will leak through the walls tonight. As a consolation, a packet of gummy bears finds itself in my bag.

I’m decapitating a white pineapple bear when I receive a call. Glancing at my screen, I almost choke on my candy.

The location under the number: New York.

I know only one person from New York.

Chloe.
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Hello?”

Heavy, disjointed breaths. Static.

“Hello?” I repeat. “Who is this?”

I can’t make out the words clearly. It’s like whoever is calling has a damp finger over the speaker, froth in their throat. I press my phone hard into my ear and squint as if that would help me hear better. “Hello?”

Then I hear her. My twin. Or at least I think I do. It’s hard to make out. But it almost sounds like she’s repeating mistake, mistake, mistake.

“Chloe? Is that you? What’s a mistake?”

More coughing and moaning.

I turn my volume all the way up, put it on speaker. “Can you hear me? What’s going on?”

“Ju-Ju… I’m sorry.”

“What? Sorry for what? Chloe? Hello?”

The line goes dead.

I’m breathless. My tongue is dry and thick. A viscous layer of gummy bear coats my throat.

I dial her back. It rings and rings. Hi, you’ve reached Chloe! Leave a voicemail or send me a text. Love you! Instinctively, I hang up before the tone, my heart jogging. I’m not sure what to say. My thoughts aren’t in order.

It’s been three years since she spoke to me and now she suddenly calls? Why? I didn’t even know she had my number. I call her again. Hi, you’ve reached Chloe! Leave— I hang up.

Leaving a voicemail would be evidence that she still has power over me, that I care when I shouldn’t. Chloe had heartlessly re-abandoned me after promising to reconnect, and I had stupidly believed her. I can’t let myself be humiliated twice.

And what if, God forbid, it’s a prank? Tricking My Long-Lost Twin Sister into Thinking I’m Dying! #Hilarious. It’s not on-brand for her to do pranks. But she’s diversified her content before—like buying me a house. Maybe she’s trying something new. Aren’t pranks having a resurgence these days?

I shove my phone in my pocket and continue home, chewing handfuls of gummy bears to stave off lingering doubts.



Chloe’s whispers follow me everywhere. Ju-Ju, she says while I’m picking crusted lasagna sauce off the peeling kitchen counter. Mistake, she gurgles as I lie on the living room floor, staring at the dusty baseboards I’ll never clean. I’m sorry, she whispers in the bathroom as I nurse a sugary stomachache.

She’s with me as I shower, as I brush my teeth, as I blow-dry my hair.

No matter where I am, what I do, she won’t leave me alone.

I don’t sleep that night.
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The next morning, I’m exhausted but I clock into my shift at SuperFoods and try going about my day.

“Would you like a bag?”

“How would you like to pay?”

“What a cute baby!” It’s the ugliest baby I’ve ever seen.

I’m miserable, but the mindless work occupies my brain.

There’s a lull in the afternoon. Michael Bublé’s “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town” hums overhead. (The manager hasn’t switched out the disc since December.) Vera regales me with a tale of her deworming her cat last night. She goes into excruciating detail. I think it might be her kink.

I lean against the register, nodding along to Vera’s story like I’m so interested. Yes, Vera, oh please! Tell me more about your pet’s intestinal parasites!

It is then, without warning, that Chloe crawls back, clinging to my shoulders so she can whisper into my ears, guttural and frothy.

Ju-Ju.

The more I try to ignore it, the louder it gets.

Mistake. Mistake. Mistake.

What if, by some small chance, something terrible happened and I was the only one she called?

“Julie?”

I jolt.

“You look a bit green in the cheeks, hon,” Vera says. “Might be coming down with something.”

I smooth my palm against my forehead. “Maybe a cold. I didn’t sleep that well.”

“That reminds me: Poochie Poo Senior caught a cold a few months ago. I know it’s hard to believe since most people don’t think about how animals can catch colds just like humans…” Vera drones on. I can’t focus on her voice, attention drawn to my reflection in her lopsided glasses. Remnants of her greasy fingerprints blur my features, disturbing the details of my face until my twin is all I see. Her harsh voice lashes again, a bug burrowing through my eardrum. Ju-Ju. She’s snagged onto me. I can’t shake her away.

My shift drags on, Chloe in my thoughts.

I call her again on my lunch break.

No answer.

I can’t focus. I even forget the PLU for bananas.

At home, I call her five more times.

On the sixth call, I finally swallow my pride and leave her a voicemail. “H-hey. It’s Julie. Your twin—which, I’m sure you know. Um, I’m a bit worried about you. Can you call me back? I’ll text you too.” I cringe when I hang up, playing my voice back in my head.

I text her: hey, just checking if you’re okay? I wait for the delivered status to change to read. It doesn’t.

Concern gnaws at me as I pace around the kitchen.

Desperate for relief, I scroll through Instagram and read mean comments on Reels. An ad for a dress pops up in my feed. It’s the style I’d rock in my mind: girly, with bows and ruffles, but would look frumpy IRL. I find myself on the shoddy site nonetheless. The dress is fifty-five dollars. I can tell it’s going to be drop-shipped and will arrive on my doorstep in three months looking nothing like the images (if it arrives at all), but I still click on Purchase with 4 Installments, yearning for the temporary euphoria of impulse shopping. The confirmation pings in my email right as my bank notifies me of low funds. Regret spills into my chest. I click on the email, hoping to cancel the order. The link for customer support redirects to an empty web page.

Frustrated, I check my text to Chloe again. It hasn’t been read.

Blistering anger suddenly ensnares me. I hate how I wasted money on a dress I didn’t really want. I hate how Chloe took over my life with a single call, a few muttered words. I hate how I can’t stop thinking about her, how much power my twin holds in my life. But what I hate the most is the knowledge that if she really gave me a chance, opened her arms, I would crawl on my knees and lick from her palm.

I type in her Instagram handle, click onto her page, and hover my thumb over unblock.

Since our reunion, I’ve tried my best to stay off Chloe’s socials. Her pictures and videos are an addictive portal into a surreal, alternate dimension. As I watch her vlogs and scroll through her feed, our realities blend in my mind, until at some point, the liminal thresholds between what’s Chloe’s and mine become one. I start believing it’s me waking up in her wide, king-sized bed, brushing my teeth by her Italian marble sink, applying my ten-step skincare routine in front of her backlit vanity, frying crackling eggs in her kitchen with the Turkish tile backsplash. It’s so easy to lean into these delusions when you look the same. Sometimes, I let these imaginings marinate before bed, so when I dream, those visions carry on, lucid and real. But like anything good, it never lasts. The blare of my alarm inevitably expunges me from bliss, and when my eyes open to my cracking ceiling and painted-over light fixtures, the dissonance of our realities crashes harshly into my mind. Just like that, a simple unblock becomes a reminder of everything I don’t have, everywhere I have failed.

This is my pattern. It’s self-defeating and depressing, yet I can’t stop myself. Chloe is my vice. I’m addicted to the way I grow hateful. Crave how it fills me with vitriol. Being angry and envious is better than being empty.

And this time, I need answers to satisfy my curiosity. There’s a justification for what happens next.

I click unblock and refresh her page.
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Chloe’s most recent post is a sponsored selfie. She’s on her white couch in a bathrobe and face mask, a bright smile on her glossy lips. Wine in hand. Caption: This is your sign to take a break from life. [image: heart emoji] [image: woman in lotus position emoji] Grab a glass of wine, a good face mask (my pick is the @KareKosmetics refreshing cucumber skin ampoule 24x hydration mask with hyaluronic acid), and tune in to your favorite new show. We all deserve a break. #selfcare #sponsored #Kare Partner.

I roll my eyes and scroll down to the date.

Posted two weeks ago.

Huh. Chloe normally uploads three times a week—minimum. I comb through her other socials. No uploads for the last two weeks. No announcement of a break either.

Judging from the hundreds of comments, her fans are just as uneasy as I am.

Are you okay?

Where did you go?

Did you die?

She was alive enough to call me yesterday.

Scrolling is like climbing down a ladder, each worried comment a rung lowering me until I’m chin-deep in a pool of her followers’ concern. Overwhelmed, I throw my phone in my nightstand, shower, and try to go to bed early.

I can’t fall asleep.

I’m pulled toward Chloe, unable to tamp down the unease. Something isn’t right.

I call her five more times. Voicemail.

Maybe I should get someone to check up on her. Who? Her friends? I don’t know any of them personally. I could call the police and ask for a safety check. But I don’t know where she lives. In the past, if I had to contact her, it was always done through the real estate agent.

Then I remember the property deed. It had to have Chloe’s address on it, since she’s the legal owner of my house. Judging from the background of her videos, she hasn’t moved in five years.

Where did I put it? The last time I looked at it was after my aunt tried to forge the deed into saying the property was in her name so she could illegally rent out the house as an Airbnb. (She only relented after I lied about Chloe having lawyers who would sue her broke.)

I search for hours before finding the papers in the drawer beneath the oven, smooshed between cookie sheets and instruction manuals. I wipe off the dust and breadcrumbs.

There it is on the first page, printed in shiny black ink: New York.

Her address is in my hands, yet I can’t bring myself to dial 911, dread paralyzing my fingers. I’m reminded of the time the cops were called on me. A moment I never want to relive.

My aunt had opened a bank account for me when I was twelve and instructed me to start saving if I wanted a future. At the time, I saw it as a kind gesture. Throughout my teens I saved nearly every dime I earned working at SuperFoods. By eleventh grade, I had amassed over five thousand dollars. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough to move out, to dream.

But a week before my seventeenth birthday, my savings dropped to five hundred dollars. The bank informed me that since my account was started when I was underage, it was a custodial account, meaning my guardian had full control of the funds. When I confronted my aunt, she said: Do you know how much it costs to raise you? To feed an extra mouth?

At her words, a black hole formed in my chest, swallowing every ounce of motivation I had left. I became empty. For days after, I tried to identify what was wrong with me, wanting to rationalize my misfortune: dead parents, no family, an unreachable twin, a despicable aunt, isolation. It was mental self-flagellation. Recognizing problems is pointless when you have little motivation to fix them. And finding motivation is impossible when the mere idea of existing feels like a punishment.

Then, one night, a classmate had texted me, begging me to finish my section of a group project. I still don’t know what came over me that evening. Why I replied with radical honesty. Maybe I was trying to justify my truancy; maybe I just wanted attention? But the message became lethal. She called the cops on me for a wellness check.

The check was anything but well. A cop car pulled up to my aunt’s house with its sirens blasting, blue-red lights illuminating the night as the officers banged on the door like I was about to kill. The two cops—both men—were strapped for a shoot-out: bulletproof vests, batons, hands cupping their gun holsters. One had bloody ketchup smeared on his chin. The tang of greasy fast food settled thickly in my gut as I slumped into the living room sofa, enduring a barrage of close-ended questions about my safety and mental stability. Their stares made me feel worthless, a waste of air. The whole time, my aunt was smiling at the cops, offering them tea and pastries. Tricked by her grin, I thought she was finally sympathetic to me. But as soon as the cops left, she stomped over and slapped me in the face. How dare you make a big fuss out of nothing!

I was left with a chest full of embarrassment and shame, more helpless than ever. The mere idea of speaking to the cops became triggering. After all these years, I still can’t bring myself to do it.

Maybe I’m making excuses for myself, but calling the police also seems premature. There’s no point in making a fuss when I’m still not sure what happened to Chloe or if the cops are the right choice of intervention. (And let’s be honest, they’re rarely the right choice.)

I’m sitting on my dirty kitchen floor, biting my nails, staring at her New York address. I know if I keep ignoring Chloe, her voice will never leave me.

And if I’m being honest, I can’t shake off one simple truth: I want to see her—wanted to before this. Viewing her through a screen was never enough.

I buy a bus ticket to New York for the following evening.
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The next day, I fake coughing fits my whole shift. The manager tells me to take tomorrow off to recover. On my way out, I nab a sandwich from the deli in exchange for lost wages. When I get home, I pack a bag with a few essentials before heading out to the bus terminal.

I’m the last passenger to board, so I’m stuck with the spot next to the toilet.

The bus starts. My thighs rattle from the engines and my nose is congested from the exhaust fumes, which are muddled with the smell of piss and the remnants of someone’s car sickness. My phone pings. A text from my manager:


7:45PM: We have you on tape stealing a sandwich.

7:46PM: I already warned you about this behavior. We need to have a talk once you come back. This is unacceptable.



I read the texts three times over, trying to conjure guilt. The bus pulls out of the station and chugs down the highway. After deleting my manager’s messages, I log on to Reddit to doom-scroll. My eyes skim posts listlessly.

I’m distracted by thoughts of Chloe, a deluge of childhood memories inundating my mind.

I read an article that said our brains aren’t capable of meaningful retention in early life. Most of our early memories are nothing more than fictionalized stories generated via stimuli we encounter in older age. A birthday candle there, a patch of grass here, a story muttered through Grandma’s whistling dentures, and hey, presto! A manufactured memory, ready for you to relive as if it’s real.

Logically, this checks out. Everything I remember is probably counterfeit. But the part of me who experiences the memories—who can close my eyes and play them like a reel, feel the textures of the room, smell the warm, salty air—knows they are real.

Memories of a mom and a dad. A family. A home.

Mom always wore dresses. Tight around the chest, loose past her hips. They’d drape near her thighs, and I’d grab at the soft cotton for her attention, smoothing my fingers along the tough embroidery adorning her hem. It was always some bird—black-capped chickadees, purple martins, hummingbirds—hand-stitched in shimmering threads. She always wore red lipstick, pink curlers caught in her hair. Her teeth were ragged, stained yellow from tea. Dad smelled of cigarettes and always wore polos, either white or sky blue, the collar pressed to perfection. He’d pair them with brown khakis and a leather belt. He never wore slippers inside, instead collecting dust and hairs on his stinky white socks, which Mom would yell at him about. Steamed rice and bone broth scented the house; something was always brewing on the stove, marinating on the sticky counters. Then there’s Chloe, my twin, my older sister by seven minutes, the one who popped into the world first, paving the way so I could slip out in her great shadow. Armed with a charming grin, she’d hold my clammy hand and take me to places I’d never go alone.

A particular memory intrudes into my thoughts.

We were three years old and home alone—which might have been illegal. Dad was at work. Mom had run out to the store for oil and soy sauce. The trip never took more than ten minutes, and though we were toddlers, at three, we were more than independent. Perhaps because we had each other.

We found ourselves in the pantry, chubby hands fisting grains of rice. I was enamored by the sensory magic of the hard white pellets sliding through my little fingers. By the crunch, crunch, crunch when I squeezed my fist. The coarse powder left over on my tiny, oval nails. At some point, Chloe had walked out of the room without me noticing. Disappeared entirely.

By the time I heard Mom’s keys jingling at the door, Chloe had been gone for who knows how long. I remember my mom’s sharp panic, the plastic rollers in her hair clacking as she searched for Chloe, the groceries scattered on the floor. I followed her, searching, searching, searching, my fat, sweaty toes padding on smooth kitchen tile, around dusty corners, over stained carpets, as my eyes wandered for a me-shaped being. We scoured the laundry machine, the bedroom, under the tables, the closet, between couch cushions. Chloe was nowhere to be found.

Mom sobbed as she screamed at me. Where did your sister go? You must know! Tell me now! They say twins have a natural connection. Some telepathic bond. It wasn’t true for me and Chloe. We looked identical, but we were always separate. Chloe was a toothy smile, a girl who always had dead leaves in her hair because she was too curious. Her mind and heart were otherwise pure mystery. I had no idea where Chloe was, where she went. Mom couldn’t understand this or wouldn’t believe me, even when my head shakes were paired with frustrated tears.

We found my twin eventually. She had escaped out the window and was naked but for her underwear, knee-deep in the garden bed, uprooting tomato plants. Mom sprang into the yard, her arms outstretched. My baby, my baby, she cried.

Watching Chloe and Mom from the back door, I remember feeling upset. I was the one who was crying, not Chloe. Chloe was happy, smiling in that bubbly-Chloe way, giggles rippling up her throat.

My baby, my baby.

Sometimes, it felt like Mom only ever had one baby.

Afterward, I holed up in the bathroom. I liked the warm, humid air, how it hugged me; the lack of windows that made me feel secure, shut out from the overstimulating world; the idyllic hum of the fan; the musk of mildew and bleach. I used to hide in the cabinet underneath the sink, smoosh myself between cleaning supplies and rolls of toilet paper, sweaty skin sticking onto cellophane. I sat there with my knobby knees tucked into my chest, wondering if Mom would go hysterical when she noticed me missing. She didn’t. She never even looked.

It was Chloe who found me. She opened the cabinet doors, the warm bathroom light pooling in. When she smiled, it felt like she could see me, really see me, that at least my twin was the one person who cared. She shoved a plate of ripe mango wedges in my face, her nails crusted with soil. Mama made this for me. Wanna share, Ju-Ju? She didn’t wait for me to say yes before moving the toilet paper rolls out of the cabinet. When there was enough space for two, she slipped in beside me and closed the doors. We ate mangoes together in the dark. Her chubby thigh touched mine. I felt safe.

This is the Chloe I want to remember. The Chloe I hope still exists behind the superficial social media persona. The Chloe I desperately wanted to be.

An announcement drones overhead: “Thirty minutes until arrival.”

It’s cloudy, past ten p.m. I wipe the condensation-covered windows, clearing the crawling frost, and peer into the freezing night. A line of bright city blinks up at the dark, starless sky.

I’ll be in New York in thirty minutes. At her door in an hour.

Perhaps, as soon as I arrive, I’ll see her digging around her garden, alive and well. Smiling brightly, not a care in the world.
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Chloe lives in a Manhattan apartment that faces the Hudson River. She definitely does not have a garden.

A frigid breeze whips my face as I stare up at the towering building, at once awed and seized with vertigo. How can my twin, someone I shared a bed with, sudsed up in the bath with, have such a different life?

Her building requires fob access, which I don’t have. I don’t have a buzz code either. It’s late and there’s no one coming in and out. I wait awkwardly near the door in my baggy hoodie and jacket, backpack cutting into my shoulders. Each breath sends white clouds into the sky. I sniffle.

Something skitters in the distance, rummaging in the black trash bags and flattened cardboard boxes by the curb.

It pokes out its head. Beady black eyes. A rat. Holy shit, it’s giant. A mutant the size of my forearm. It holds me in its gaze with a forlorn expression, its impossibly fat belly chafing the pavement. Judging by its size, this creature must eat better than I do, feasting on leftovers tossed out by rich New Yorkers while I feed on stolen grocery store sandwiches. As if the world wants to shame me further, my stomach rumbles, scaring the rat away.

I rub my forehead with my sleeve and groan with exhaustion. What am I doing? I can’t believe I came all the way to New York only to wait outside Chloe’s door and be jealous of a rat. She’s probably fine. Maybe she had a brief panic attack, called me by accident, and I’m overthinking it. All the friends scattered on her socials would check up on her if something was awry. And her adoptive parents are caring in that picturesque, rich white people way: summer in the Hamptons, Christmas cards featuring matching red cashmere cardigans, calls every night to exchange I-love-yous. They’d make sure Chloe is safe.

Why did I even come?

THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

I jump.

A harsh light blinds me. My heart pounds as I jerk my arms up to my eyes, shielding them from the rays. The light flickers off and I peek through my fingers.

A man stares at me, his creased eyes narrow and scrutinizing as he opens the door. He’s wearing a crisp white button-down shirt and a burgundy tie. The polished bronze name tag clipped above his chest pocket reads: Ramos, Security. “Miss Van Huusen, what are you doing out in the cold? Come in.”

He thinks I’m Chloe.

I don’t know why this surprises me. We are twins, and after all, we’re mistaken for each other all the time. “Thanks. I, uh… I forgot my fob.” I fake a laugh.

He doesn’t offer a chuckle of sympathy, the corner of his mustached lips twisting down in a gentle frown.

I pivot and head straight for the elevators. If he stares at me a second longer with those concerned dad eyes, I’m certain he’ll realize I’m not Chloe.

Just before I press the button, he shouts, “Wait!”

I stop dead in my tracks, heart battering my rib cage.

“A few packages came for you. Would you like to sign for them?”

I blow a breath out, calm my nerves, and spin around. “Sure.” My voice cracks but he doesn’t comment on it. I walk over to the front desk as casually as possible.

He hands me two boxes. “More PR?”

“Um. Maybe.” I sign for the packages with a scribble and hope he doesn’t notice.

“Lately, my daughter keeps askin’ me, Daddy, Daddy, when is Chloe going to give me more stuff? She loves you more than Santa!” He laughs, a deep belly laugh.

Has Chloe been giving product to his daughter? I guess it’s on-brand for her. She did “give” me a house. I wonder if she made a video about this too. Donating My PR to Less Fortunate Kids #Sustainable #Charity. “I’ll let you know as soon as I have more to give.”

He places his hand on his chest. “You’re an angel, Miss Van Huusen. An angel. I hope you’re feeling better these days.”

I smile tightly, take the packages, and make for the elevators before he can say more.

He follows in lockstep behind me, his heat on my back. Why won’t he leave me alone? He reaches over and presses the elevator button with a smile.

Oh.

I muster a weird chuckle, unused to this type of service and attention. Should I tip him?

The elevator dings and he holds the door open for me.

“Thanks,” I mumble.

He presses the number twenty-seven and waves. “Have a restful night, Miss Van Huusen.”

“You too.”

He disappears behind the closing doors.

The elevator is composed of gold mirrors and matching gold handrails. My sneakers sink into the plush red carpet. The LED display ticks through the ascending numbers. My ears pop and my pulse thrums, my stomach coiling tight.
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I knock. Wait. Knock again.

No answer.

I press my ear against the tall wood door.

“Chloe?” Nothing.

I grab my phone from my back pocket to give her a call. A dark screen flashes with an empty battery graphic. “Fuck.” Searching through my bag, I realize I forgot to bring a charger. Just perfect.

Tired and feeling like an idiot, I lean against the door and rest the heavy packages on the handle. The handle suddenly gives. The door swings open. I fall forward, landing hard on my hip. Sharp pain jars my body. Hissing, I clench my fists and crawl onto my feet. After a few curses, I manage to regain my composure and stare at the gaping entrance.

It’s weird that she’d leave the door unlocked. Or maybe it isn’t. Her building has security. People here are fancy and rich. She wouldn’t be worried about someone breaking into her home—like I technically had.

I pick up the packages and stack them by the entryway table.

“Chloe?” My voice echoes through her apartment.

I recognize the white walls, the couch, the twinkling city skyline from her videos. Nonetheless, it’s weird seeing her apartment in real life. It feels like stumbling onto a television set. I’m waiting for a camera to whip in front of my face, for someone to tell me everything is fake. Gotcha!

Her apartment is smaller than it looks on camera. Wooden floors, tall windows, and modern, soulless art. Pink carnations are stuffed into a vase shaped like a bust of some Roman hero. In a porcelain catch-all dish, her keys sit beside a ring embedded with two blue gemstones. I pick it up. It’s weighty—must be real gold. I’m about to put it back when something stops me. Maybe it’s the way the ring is cool against my clammy palms or the knowledge that this tiny object, which likely equals the value of my entire week’s pay, was insignificant enough for Chloe to toss next to her dirty keys, but I can’t quite leave it where I found it.

Clutching the ring tight in my fist, I shove my hand into my hoodie pocket, glancing down the hall of Chloe’s apartment. Jealousy tugs at my chest, preventing me from stepping forward. I can’t help but wonder: What if I was born first? What if I was adopted by the Van Huusens? What if I was famous online? What if I had all of this? This nice apartment with expensive rings lying innocently in a catch-all?

“I’m coming in.” I make my way into her apartment and drop my backpack on the kitchen counter. “It’s Julie, by the way, if you’re here. I was worried after you called me.” I turn on the lights as I pass by the switches. A fly whizzes by my ear.

There’s something rancid in the air. A whiff of a Jo Malone candle from my right, but then something rotten. A bit like fruit. It’s coming from the kitchen. She probably forgot to take out the trash.

My search makes me feel like a kid playing hide-and-seek. I look inside her bedroom. The bathroom. Her closet, which, oh my god, is a walk-in. It has a whole line of designer bags and shoes. A clear glass center table for accessories. Cartier bangles, Rolexes, sparkly rings and necklaces. There’s even a sleek, fridge-like contraption that turns out to be a giant clothes steamer.

When I don’t find Chloe, I circle back to the kitchen and living room. An open bottle of Elavil medication, 25mg, sits on her marble counter. It’s half full. The packaging doesn’t tell me what it’s for; only printed with instructions—take one tablet before bedtime—and a warning to keep them out of reach of children. I figure it’s some medication for anxiety, since every influencer seems to whine about being anxious these days. I screw on the top so the pills won’t get dusty.

I continue my self-guided tour. At this point, I’m not even looking for her, I’m checking out her apartment like a prospective homebuyer. Evaluating the water pressure. Testing out the induction stovetop. Opening her fridge: a luxurious Miele double-door with a water fountain and ice dispenser. The contents are a bit surprising. Chinese take-out containers, a row of passionfruit La Croix, and half-empty bottles of alcohol. There isn’t a single piece of fresh fruit or salad. Not very clean-girl aesthetic of her.

Maybe I’m being a hater. She lives in New York and can run downstairs to a bodega if she needs anything. It’s probably sustainable, or whatever, not to stock fresh produce in her fridge in case of spoilage.

After stealing a sip of chardonnay, the liquid burning my throat, I close the fridge and walk to examine the pantry shelf. The tips of my toes catch on something. My heart lurches as I flail toward the ground. At the last second, I catch myself on the window. Busy streets, cars the size of Lego pieces, wobble in my eyes. I upright myself with a relieved sigh.

I turn around to see what I tripped on.

And then I see her.

Chloe.
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She’s behind the kitchen island.

Her skin is blue and blotchy, sagging as if it doesn’t sit quite right on her bones. A crusty line of spit and gunk trails from between her purple, cracked lips and down her cheek, splotching the dark wood floor. Red streaks her swollen face and neck like she’d been clawing, trying to peel off her skin with her chipped turquoise nails. Her hair is a mop, strands of black slashing across her face. Bloodshot eyes, glassy and empty.

I’m frozen. I don’t feel anything. Not my heartbeat. Not the air. Time has stopped completely. I’m not sure if I’m even breathing. I want to look away, but I can’t.

A fly buzzes by. Lands at the tip of her nose.

I’m snapped out of my daze. I fold over, limp. Hot sickness rushes up my intestines, my stomach, my throat—acrid, searing, wet. I bolt for the bathroom, puke into the toilet, empty everything, until all I spit up is foamy water and stomach acid. I don’t even have the energy to flush. I fall backward, the bath mat soft against my head. Sweat slicks every crevice and limb. I tremble, hot and cold at the same time. Pins and needles prick my fingertips and toes. I can’t control my breath. The room is flashing, blurring. Vision clips in and out, darkness in my periphery. I’m on solid ground but the earth seems to shift like waves, tossing me back and forth. At some point, I press myself against the hard ceramic bathtub, curled like a fetus in a womb.

I pray for the door to crack open, for Chloe—somehow alive—to appear, a plate of juicy mango wedges resting on her hand. I wish she would slink next to me, brush the sweaty hair out of my face, hold me, feed me, reassure me that this was all a big joke. That everything is fine.

But when the door stays shut, reality sloshes into me.

Chloe is dead.

I take a few sour, shaky breaths, crawl up to sit, and gather my thoughts.

Police. Yes. This time, I must call the police. There’s no excuse anymore. I can’t be scared. Chloe needs it.

With slippery fingers, I grab my phone, turn it on. No batteries. Shit.

Chloe must have a charger somewhere. I crawl toward the vanity, search around. Nothing. Of course not. Who keeps a charger in the bathroom?

The bedroom is my best bet. But that means exiting back into the kitchen. Seeing… her.

My mind spins, images of Chloe’s dead body searing my retinas.

Okay. Stop thinking. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe!

When I’m stable enough, I grab the sink to help me stand. My hands are so sweaty I can’t find purchase. Slowly, I use the wall, leaving damp fingerprints on the brocade wallpaper. I splash cold water onto my face.

When I look up, Chloe’s bloodshot eyes stare back at me, her dry, cracked lips suspended in a silent shout, almost in warning.

I scream, jerking away from the sink.

But it’s only my reflection. I didn’t turn on the light, so my skin looked dark and blue. I almost laugh at how ridiculous it is, being afraid of my own face. The moment eases weight off my chest, the smallest distraction.

Okay. Focus.

I open the bathroom door and slide into the bedroom, keeping my eyes trained on the wall, my back to the kitchen. I find a charger on top of the nightstand, plug it in, and power on my phone.

Installing Automatic Updates. 0%… Estimated time: 1 hour and 15 minutes.

I blink. Blink again. “What the actual—” I claw at my hair. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I plant my face into her soft cotton pillow and scream. I scream and scream and scream until I have no voice left in me anymore.

I want to cry but I can’t leave Chloe rotting there any longer. I have to contact the authorities now. If I can find her phone, I can use it to make an emergency call.

“Please, please, please,” I mutter to myself, searching her bedroom, the living room, hoping her phone is anywhere but on her. No luck. Tears pool in my eyes as I glance at the kitchen.

With all my willpower, I step toward her. I breathe through my mouth, unwilling to inhale the scent of her decay, knowing it will make me sick again. My eyes are fixed to the smooth white ceiling, the fancy gold sconces, until I make it to where Chloe rests, hidden behind the kitchen island.

I squat next to her. “I’m so sorry.” I pat around her body, her legs, searching her pockets, up her toned stomach. There. The hard plastic of a phone case. It’s trapped under her. I try to poke it out, but her body is too heavy, the phone doesn’t budge.

I have to move her.

“God, please. Let this be the last of it.” I’m a cold, hard atheist, but I need anything I can get right now. “I’m so sorry, Chloe. Help will be on the way.” I don’t know why I’m talking to her like she can hear me.

With all my strength, I push her body off the phone. She rolls over, thumping onto her stomach. I grab the device and sprint into the bathroom. Forty percent battery. A flood of notifications populates the lock screen. I groan, swiping them away, trying to remember how to make an emergency call, when I notice the little lock at the top of the screen is already open.

My face unlocked Chloe’s phone.

Maybe God is listening.

I swipe up, leaving a streak of sweat on the screen, and call 911.

The line responds immediately. “911, what’s your emergency?”

“My sister… she… I think she’s dead.”

“Dead?”

“Yeah. No. I don’t think she’s dead. She’s definitely dead. Like, for a day or two now. Maybe more. Fuck. I don’t know.” My heart is pounding up my throat. “Can you just please send someone to help?”

She asks for the address, and I give it to her.

“Do you know the cause of death, ma’am?”

“I-I don’t know. I walked into the apartment and found her on the ground.” My voice cracks. Sobs ripple from my chest.

“I hear you. I’m sending a team now. Are you able to get away from the body? Get some fresh air?”

“Y-yeah. Okay.” I close my eyes as I hobble out of the bathroom, grasping at the walls to find my way. Once I’m outside the apartment, I sit on the plush hallway carpet, beside the door. “I’m outside.”

“Emergency services should be with you soon. Hold on tight. Will you be okay if I let you go while you wait? Or do you want to stay on the phone with me?” What is she going to do? Sit over the line and coo at me until the police arrive? She probably has other emergencies to tend to.

I shake my head though she can’t see. “I’m okay. You can go.”

“All right. If we need anything, we will give you a call back on this number. Please be safe.” The line goes dead.
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I don’t mean to snoop on her phone. Really.

It just happens. A natural reflex. I’m not proud to admit how much I use social media to cope. I struggle to exist without something flashing on the screen. Can’t sit still without a video blasting to deaden my dark thoughts. Social media is the biggest thief of time but it’s also an impossibly addictive form of escape.

As soon as that device leaves my ear, the phone app white and bright in my eyes, I swipe onto Chloe’s home screen. The notifications haven’t stopped. Every second, a banner pops up. Blah blah blah liked your Instagram post. Or New comments on your TikTok. Or Someone tagged you in a photo. How does Chloe handle this information overload? I’m already getting a headache from overstimulation. Then again, maybe it’s because I’m too used to silence. Whenever I wake up, the only notification that greets me is my alarm.

Instinctively, I open TikTok first. Just to cope, to distract from the images of Chloe. After everything I’ve been through, I think I deserve it.

TikTok is my go-to, since the videos are curated through (likely invasive) algorithms. My personal feed is self-effacing story times or people injuring themselves in slapstick ways, quick bites of content that are guaranteed to make me laugh. But if Chloe’s TikTok says anything about her, it’s that she’s boring. Her FYP consists of videos that replicate her lifestyle content. Occasionally, a TikTok pseudo-therapist pops up, lecturing me on ways to deal with guilt, depression, or some parent-child attachment complex. I groan. I’m looking for a cheap, distracting laugh, not to heal my inner child.

I swipe onto Instagram. The first thing I see is the little graphic that shows how many new followers, comments, and likes she’s gained. Even though her last post was two weeks ago, her numbers still cap at one hundred for each value. It’s chilling. All these people, all this attention, yet nobody knows she’s dead.

Perhaps this is callous of me, but I can’t help thinking: What happens to the sponsorship money now that she’s out of commission? Does Chloe just not get paid? That’s outrageous. Her last post got—I click on the analytics—more than three million impressions. Even if she’s dead, the brand should still fork out that money. It’s not like megacorporations don’t have enough.

Out of pure curiosity, I visit her DMs. My eyes widen at the sheer number of blue checkmarks. From fellow influencers to singers to models to magazines to literal A-list celebs.

I click into her requested messages, which take a second to load due to volume.

Thousands—and I mean thousands of DMs—are from her followers clamoring for attention, parroting how much they love her, how much Chloe inspires them. A few hundred messages are from men asking if she’d like to see a picture of their penis and sending it anyway (preblurred by the app, thankfully). Some surprisingly detailed (and oddly creative) death threats. A number of smaller influencers trying to slide into her DMs. Hundreds of brands asking her to connect.

I can’t resist going into her email. Her inbox has over two thousand unread, mostly spam. I navigate to the sidebar and find her second account for filtered correspondence. Only five unread. Everything else has been slotted into folders. She’s neat.

The newest email is from Kare Kosmetics, dated three days ago. Title: Re: INVOICE for January.

It calls to me.

I click through.


Hi Chloe!

We loved your latest post and reel. Thank you for confirming the analytics with us. As always, you impress us with your reach and versatility. As per the contract, we have paid out your invoice at the end of the month. Please see the attached file for reference.
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