
        
            
                
            
        

    
  PRAISE FOR YOU CAN’T CATCH ME


  “Catherine McKenzie never disappoints, and this is her best book yet. Her writing is fluid and absorbing; the characters are fully realized; the plot twists and turns with expert precision; and underlying it all is a growing sense of dread that I couldn’t shake until the book’s terrific denouement. Highly recommended for fans of psychological suspense.”


  —Cristina Alger, New York Times bestselling author of The Banker’s Wife


  “Grabs you fast and simply won’t let go. With breakneck pacing, a cast of compelling characters, and razor-sharp intelligence on every page, this puts all of McKenzie’s skills on full display.”


  —Matthew Norman, author of Last Couple Standing


  “Slick, smart, and ultimately heart-wrenching. McKenzie’s at the absolute top of her game in this suspense that takes the cat-and-mouse genre to a whole new, mind-bending level.”


  —Emily Carpenter, bestselling author of Every Single Secret


  “Catherine McKenzie is at the top of her game when a former cult member finds herself mixed up in a dangerous, high-stakes case of identity theft. Addictive and fast-paced, You Can’t Catch Me proves that sometimes revenge is sweet. McKenzie’s best book yet!”


  —Mary Kubica, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of The Good Girl and Pretty Baby


  “Catherine McKenzie proves once again she is a master of the psychological sleight of hand. Reading You Can’t Catch Me is like being blindfolded and spun around so many times that when you finally see straight, you can’t tell who’s good, who’s bad, or who holds the cards. Unputdownable.”


  —Louisa Luna, author of the Alice Vega novels


  “In You Can’t Catch Me, Catherine McKenzie serves up a riveting tale of stolen money, stolen identities, and stolen childhoods. First a victim of a cult and now the victim of identity theft, Jessica undertakes a harrowing search for justice and healing. It’s a breathtaking journey.”


  —Bryn Greenwood, New York Times bestselling author of The Reckless Oath We Made and All the Ugly and Wonderful Things
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  PART ONE


  Chapter 1


  Airport Bars Are the Loneliest Bars


  There’s no real time of day in airports, only morning and drinking time.


  I’m sitting in an airport bar. They’re sad places, I’ve found, full of people who are waiting out flight delays or long layovers—whatever excuse they want to use to drink in the daytime.


  The bar I’m sitting at looks like an Apple store, all white, glossy surfaces and molded plastic. You even have to order off an iPad, instead of from a person, though people still deliver the food. It’s in Terminal One at Newark, one of those massive terminals where you can hit your daily step goal transferring from one gate to another. Across from me are a Lacoste store and a fancy candy shop, neither of which I can see any need for in an airport. I Forgot to Pack Any Underwear—now that would be a useful store.


  My flight to Puerto Vallarta doesn’t leave for three hours. I’m one of those people who arrives way too early for flights and stresses until they’re through the security line. Laugh at me if you want; I’ve never missed a plane. I might also have nothing better to do these days than to day drink.


  I stare at the iPad, trying to decide if I need a food cushion for the alcohol I’m definitely having. The menu is a weird collection of dishes. Imagining eating most of the choices makes me vaguely queasy (airport sushi?), but the charcuterie plate seems safe. Cured meat and pickled vegetables are items meant to withstand shoddy hygiene. I order it with the eight-ounce glass of wine, then swipe my credit card to pay. I scroll through my Twitter feed while I wait. My notifications have calmed down. There are only four or five hundred people @-ing me today and imagining the crimes they’d commit if they could get their hands on me. Charming assault and dismemberment scenario you’ve described, @TotalMan. Your mom would be so proud.


  I should delete my account, but I take perverted pleasure in how mad I’ve made so many people. As if their lives are the ones that were turned upside down, not mine.


  A woman sits down next to me and starts to tap on the iPad in front of her. I glance her way—she’s thin, with thick black hair in a precision blunt cut that ends at her chin—and turn away. Women like this make me feel frumpier than I am. I’m wearing yoga pants and an oversize sweater, and my hair is in a messy top bun. I completed my “look” with a single coat of mascara. I like to travel comfortably, but still.


  I turn back to my phone.


  “Jessica?” the server asks.


  “Yes?” my seatmate and I say together.


  We turn to each other and laugh. This other Jessica has bright-red lips and small, even teeth.


  The server’s confused. She’s twenty-one, if that, with a rash of acne on her chin. Her name tag says TAMMY. She looks down at the ticket in her hand.


  “Jessica Williams?”


  “Yes,” we both say again, then turn and stare at one another.


  “Oh, wow,” the other Jessica says. I’m already thinking of her as Jessica Two.


  “Does this order belong to one of you?” Tammy’s holding my charcuterie plate in one palm and a large glass of white wine in the other.


  “That’s mine.” I reach for the plate as she puts down the glass of wine.


  “Definitely yours,” Jessica Two says. “I don’t do sulfites.”


  “Bring the other order as well,” I say as Tammy turns to leave.


  “Huh?”


  “When you get the other ticket for Jessica Williams,” Jessica Two says slowly, “do not throw it out.”


  Tammy backs away until she disappears through a swinging door.


  “You think she’ll figure it out?” I ask.


  “I’m guessing no.”


  I swivel my stool. Jessica Two has tucked her sheet of hair behind her ear. A discreet diamond stud winks at me. “How did this happen?” I ask.


  “Our parents weren’t original in their name choices?”


  “You have no idea.”


  I look at her more carefully. She’s not my doppelgänger—more like the opposite of me. Light-blue eyes, where mine are hazel. That thick black hair compared to my finer light-brown strands that curl in the heat. Clear china-doll skin where I’m freckled and tan easily.


  She’s checking me out also, and grins as our eyes meet. “You’re really Jessica Williams?”


  “Yep,” I say. “You?”


  “Yep.”


  I reach for my wine. “Do you mind?”


  “Please, go ahead.”


  I take a large sip. It’s fruity and not what I was expecting, but how picky can I be? It’s midday, and the airport feels desolate on this Sunday afternoon in early June. We’re the only people at the bar.


  “So,” she says. “I have this thing I do whenever I meet another Jessica Williams.”


  I sit up straighter. “Whenever? This happens often?”


  “Often enough.”


  “I’ve only ever known one.”


  “I travel a lot. Maybe that explains it.”


  “Could be. What is it?”


  “I call it Jessica Williams Twenty Questions.”


  “That’s not a thing.”


  “Sure it is.”


  I take another sip of wine, then pop a rolled-up piece of charcuterie into my mouth. Yum. Bring on the sulfites.


  “What’s the purpose of it?”


  “It’s a way of seeing how similar we are.”


  “You mean, besides the name?”


  “Obviously.”


  I admit, I’m curious to see where this will go. “Okay, hit me.”


  She puts her phone on the counter between us, screen down. “Where were you born?”


  “New York State. You?”


  “Ohio. What street did you live on growing up?”


  “Rural Route One.”


  “How original,” she says.


  “More so than you’d think. How about you?”


  “Jefferson.”


  I take a large sip of wine. “Are there actually twenty of these questions?”


  She raises a finger to her lips as the intercom blares with a flight announcement. Her nails are covered in bright-red lacquer. Another thing we don’t have in common.


  I drink again. I’m going to need another glass soon. “Go.”


  “What’s your mother’s maiden name?”


  “Young.”


  “Gardner for me. High school?”


  I shake my head. “I was homeschooled.”


  “Interesting!”


  “Not really.”


  And “school” is a bit of an exaggeration. I was brought up in a cult, and reading, writing, and arithmetic weren’t high on the list of Todd’s priorities.


  “Best friend growing up?” she asks.


  “Sarah. You?”


  “Molly.”


  “Did you go to college?”


  “Columbia,” I say. “J school.”


  She rests a finger under her chin. “Impressive.”


  “You?”


  “A state school.”


  “In Ohio?”


  She nods and looks away. “Where has that girl gotten to?”


  “Her brain is probably short-circuiting from the coincidence.”


  “Probably. Anyway, what year were you born?”


  “1990.”


  She gives a slow smile. “Ah. Same.”


  “That’s weird.”


  “I thought it might be the case.”


  “Why?”


  Tammy finally approaches with Jessica Two’s drink, a scotch by the looks of it, poured over a large spherical ice cube. Even her drink makes me feel inferior.


  “Jessica?” Tammy says.


  I answer yes with Jessica Two out of habit. Or maybe it’s spite. Tammy looks uneasy.


  “Just leave the drink,” I say.


  She puts it down and backs away again.


  “She’s probably going to quit,” Jessica Two says as she tries her drink.


  “If she can’t survive two Jessicas . . . ,” I say.


  “Born in 1990.”


  “Right? But how did you know?”


  She shrugs. “I figured we were the same age. I’m good at guessing things like that. Also, Jessica was the most popular girl baby name that year. Well, many years, actually, but that year also.”


  “I didn’t know that. When’s your birthday?”


  “July tenth.”


  A chill passes through me, even though it feels as if getting to this fact was the whole point of this conversation. “No. Fucking. Way.”


  She puts her glass down. I watch the gooseflesh rise on my arms.


  “What is happening?” I ask.


  “We’re having a drink.”


  “Are you shitting me?”


  “About my birthday? No.” She takes another sip, then puts it down carefully. She takes out her wallet and flips her driver’s license at me. There it is. My name and birthday on an Ohio license with Jessica Two’s picture.


  “What’s your middle name?” I ask.


  “Don’t have one. You?”


  “Anne.”


  She turns away from me so she’s facing the bar. The television above it is playing CNN, which I’ve been avoiding for weeks. It’s the media-critic show that runs on the weekends, and there’s a panel on, discussing some tweet of the president’s. But then the headline shifts—Plagiarism in Journalism—Fake News?—and my face flushes.


  “I think we should stop here,” I say.


  “With the game?”


  “I’m feeling . . . kind of seasick, to tell you the truth.”


  “Might be the sulfites.”


  “Probably not the sulfites.”


  She drums her nails on the counter. “Okay, it’s strange.”


  “It’s more than that. Have you ever done the math?”


  “What’s math got to do with it?”


  I pick up my phone and do a quick Google search. “There were 4.16 million live births in America in 1990. If those are 50 percent girls, that makes 2.08 million girls born that year. Divide by 12 for the number of months, and that’s 173,330 girls a month, assuming all months are equal.”


  “You did that in your head?”


  “What?”


  “That long division.”


  “Oh, yeah. It’s this thing I can do.”


  Numbers and words; they’ve always been my forte despite my lack of formal education growing up. I should’ve applied my skills to learning how to count cards and made a killing in Vegas. Instead, my choices have led me here.


  “Impressive,” she says.


  “Thanks. You said Jessica was the most popular girls’ name?”


  “That’s right.”


  I do another search. “Williams is the third most popular last name. Five people in every thousand.”


  She takes a sip of her drink. “You see, there’s probably thousands of us.”


  “With the exact same birthday? Maybe ten if you include Canada too. I’d have to look at the name distributions to be sure, and July might have more births than other months, but . . .”


  “This is weird. Us meeting.”


  “I’ll say.”


  She drains her glass. “You think our clueless waitress will serve us another?”


  “One can hope.”


  Two drinks later, the world is tilting and they’re calling my flight.


  “I’ve gotta go,” I say.


  “Where you off to, anyway?” she asks. Her cheeks are pink. She’s had three scotches, matching me in number. We’ve left the oddness of our name and birthday combo sit there between us, an unseen tie, an unspoken thread.


  “Puerto Vallarta.”


  “Nice.”


  CNN is replaying the panel from earlier—the one discussing me. My faces flashes on the screen briefly, then disappears. Soon, I’ll do the same.


  “I’m going to confess something.” I lean toward her. She smells like peat and grain alcohol. “I got fired last month.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “No, I deserved it. But I got this trip out of it, so . . .” My petulant tweet announcing that I’m going to Puerto Vallarta next Sunday, bitches had been met with a particular amount of vitriol from the 4Chan crowd. I kind of enjoyed that one, I must say.


  She glances at the screen. “Oh, you’re that Jessica. I didn’t connect it before.”


  I don’t believe her, but this isn’t the sort of conversation where you voice that kind of suspicion. “You’ve heard of me?”


  “My Google Alert did.”


  “You have a Google Alert for your, I mean our, name?”


  “You don’t?”


  “Well, of course, but . . .”


  The corner of her mouth turns down. “But you’re famous,” she says. “I get it.”


  “I was never famous.” I raise my hand and make the check symbol at our server.


  “You’ve already paid.”


  “What? Oh, right.”


  I stand, wobble, regain my balance. The drinks were a bad idea.


  “We should keep in touch,” she says.


  “Sure, give me your number.” I reach for my phone on the bar, fingers at the ready.


  “I have a simpler way.” She angles her phone to me.


  “What do we do?”


  “Just tap it with yours.”


  “Like a toast?”


  She nods.


  “What do we toast to?”


  “To the Jessicas?”


  “Sounds about right.”


  Our phones touch.


  “To the Jessicas!” we say together.


  An alert flashes on my screen: Jessica Williams has been added to your contacts.


  The speaker booms again. Ten minutes till the doors close.


  “I’ve got to go,” I say.


  “So, go.”


  “Nice to meet you.”


  “Yes, it was nice, wasn’t it?”


  “Maybe we’ll meet again someday?”


  She smiles for an answer. I’m not sure why I’m lingering. I don’t want to miss my flight; this trip was hard-won.


  “You’d better run.”


  The way she emphasizes the word run snaps me out of my haze.


  I turn without another word and start to jog toward my gate. I just make my flight, the gate agent tsk-ing me as I’m the last one to board.


  I settle into my first-class seat and fall asleep promptly right after we take off, all thoughts of Jessica Two banished by alcohol and altitude.


  But not for long.


  Chapter 2


  I Got Nothing


  I promised myself to cut off all contact for the week I’m in Mexico, and it’s a promise I keep. Holding to it isn’t that hard. Most of my friendships were work related, emphasis on the were, and the others are not people I need to keep in touch with on a regular basis.


  So I cut off all ties and I sit in the sun and read books on my Kindle and plan for what’s to come. I eat my meals alone and drink alone and sleep alone. I run six miles on the beach every morning. The first day I puke at the end of it. The last day, I’m laughing even though my body aches all over. It’s beautiful and restorative, a hiatus.


  I take the shuttle to the airport.


  I avoid the airport bar.


  I keep my phone off even as I reenter civilization.


  My resolve remains in place up to the moment I’m back in my closet-like room in my Greenwich Village apartment. I sit in the middle of my one luxury—a queen-size bed that touches the walls on either side—plug in my phone, and hold it in my hands like I’m praying.


  “Here goes nothing,” I say to precisely no one. The large canvas on the wall that’s the only decoration in the room—a bold watercolor in sea hues that changes with the light—doesn’t answer me. It never does.


  I press the power button. My phone takes a moment to react, rebooting, installing some interminable software update.


  The home screen loads.


  For a blessed moment, my in-box remains empty, and no notifications appear. This feels impossible. At the very least, there should be hundreds of emails from J.Crew and for period-proof underwear. But there’s nothing. I can’t believe it. Keeping my phone was part of my deal when I left my job. Did they cut me off?


  After a moment of panic, I realize what the problem is. I put my phone in airplane mode before I switched it off. I toggle the setting and shake my phone for good measure. Emails and texts start to flood in. I scan through them. They’re mostly what I expected: 40 percent off clothing and threats to my life. But then the notifications from my bank start, one by one by one.


  I’ve withdrawn money.


  I’ve withdrawn money.


  I’ve withdrawn all my money.


  Your spending is much higher than typical.


  That was five days ago.


  After I calm down, I spend a bit of time poking around online trying to figure out what happened, and then I go to my bank. I wait in line for twenty minutes, only to be told by the teller that she can’t help me with “my problem” and that I’ll need to wait to speak to a manager. She can’t tell me how long that’s going to be, but if I’ll wait over there, they’ll call me when one’s available. Would I like coffee or tea?


  I sit in the waiting room, trying not to seethe at the casual way I’m being treated. Having your bank account drained isn’t something most people would take in stride. It’s even worse when the account in question contains your hard-won six-figure severance package.


  Until about a month ago, I was the senior investigative reporter at FeedNews, the second-largest online news source with the number one spot in its sights. I got that position after my series on life inside a cult and the lawsuit that resulted after its leader died helped propel us to that status.


  This past winter, I was assigned a piece on life as an intern in the state legislature. When I was doing the background research, I found this great first-person account someone had written years ago that no one had read (based on the number of likes and page views), and—there’s no way to say this that makes me look like anything other than a horrible person—I lifted it and passed it off as my own. There’s no defense to this. I had a lot on my mind at the time, and for good measure, or bad, I added in a few details about an up-and-coming congressman from a famous family that I knew were true but that I didn’t have any double-sourced proof for. It got a lot of attention and, shortly thereafter, led to the end of that congressman’s career.


  Then, a couple of weeks later, I got caught. This guy, James, who used to work at FeedNews and who never liked me, published a takedown article exposing what I’d done.


  The story about my story blew up.


  I got pilloried. I got fired. But I also got a six-figure severance package because the head of the assignment desk is a piece of shit who’d been sending me lewd emails for years. I told his boss about it and blamed my moment of weakness on the stress that he’d caused me. I had #MeToo-type evidence to back it up, years of emails I’d kept in a folder called “asshole” in case I needed them. They “leaked” to the media, and that blew the story up even more. Interestingly, the calls for my death and dismemberment increased when that detail got out. Nothing makes an internet misogynist angrier than a woman making money off the misdeeds of another man.


  Twitter was ablaze; the talking heads talked, talked, talked; and I stayed away from the pits of Reddit and 4Chan. In the end, I got them to throw in the vacation to Mexico because of the death threats. At that point, they would’ve bought me a Tesla to get the story to die down, but I don’t have a parking space.


  And now, I don’t have the money either.


  Somewhere, someone is laughing.


  “How did this happen?” I ask the bank manager an hour later when I’m finally brought into her office. She has frizzy brown hair and is wearing glasses that are two sizes too big for her face. She introduces herself as Dolores.


  “Most of the money has been removed from your account.”


  “I know that part.” Someone had made two $1,000 withdrawals from ATMs, then wired $240,000 out of the account. I can’t tell where to from my online statements. “What I want to know is how they did it.”


  Dolores taps at a keyboard that looks like it escaped the 1980s. “Your bank card and PIN were used at the ATMs.”


  “They must’ve had a cloned bank card ready to go and then figured out my PIN.”


  “They?”


  “The person who stole my money.”


  She looks at me over the top of her glasses. Her eyes are watery and dark. “You know who stole your money?”


  “I have my suspicions.”


  “Did you give that person your bank card and tell them your PIN?”


  “Of course not. But it’s not that hard to clone a card, from what I understand.”


  “Perhaps.” She looks at her screen again, then back at me. “Your PIN could be stronger.”


  “Noted. What about the online transfer?”


  “You must’ve shared your account numbers and passwords.”


  “Again, no.”


  “You seem upset, ma’am.”


  “Someone drained my bank account and you seem to be blaming me.”


  “We have to verify for fraud.”


  “So, verify,” I say. “All of the money was withdrawn last week, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “I was in Mexico then, which I can prove. Did the withdrawals originate at ATMs in Mexico?”


  “No.”


  “So, it wasn’t me. What about the online transfer? Where did that come from?”


  She blinks, slowly.


  “Perhaps the answers are in your computer,” I prompt.


  “Oh yes.” Dolores pecks away again. “Ah.”


  “Yes?”


  “You transferred the cash by wire to another account.”


  “Please stop saying that.”


  “What’s that, ma’am?”


  “That I transferred the money. I already told you I didn’t.”


  “Well, all of your security questions were answered on the phone, ma’am.”


  “Show me.”


  She hesitates, then turns the screen my way. There they are: a long list of questions about my mother’s maiden name and what street I lived on as a child, et cetera.


  “What account was the money transferred to?”


  “That’s confidential.”


  “You’re kidding me.”


  “I cannot disclose the banking information of another individual without a court order.”


  “How am I supposed to get that?”


  “I assume the police could help you with that, ma’am.”


  “So, someone takes all my money, and the bank protects their privacy?”


  “That’s the law.”


  “Is there any other way you can help me?”


  “Well, I think it’s important to remind you to keep all of your passwords and account information in a safe place. Never disclose the answers to your security questions to anyone. A bank account is a responsibility—”


  I raise my hand to stop her. “A simple no would’ve sufficed.”


  I leave the bank with my heart pumping. I stop at the ATM on the way out to get some cash. The thief left me with a few dollars. How nice of them.


  I punch in my PIN, and the machine tells me I’ve made a mistake. I try again with the same result. What the—


  Jesus. My PIN’s been changed. Or the bank locked me out and Ma’am Dolores didn’t tell me. Goddammit. I stare at my reflection in the glass screen, clenching my fist so I don’t punch it. There’s a pinhole camera above it, filming me trying not to lose my cool.


  The camera! I should’ve thought of that before.


  I go back into the bank, only this time, I bypass Dolores and go right to the top.


  I’m not leaving here until I get what I need.


  Chapter 3


  Would You Like to File a Report?


  It takes me an hour to convince the bank’s branch manager to log into their central monitoring system and pull the ATM footage from the cash withdrawals. But eventually, after I threaten to write an exposé about his branch specifically, and he finds ample information on the internet to become convinced that I’m morally bankrupt enough to write the things I’ve threatened, he leaves his office and comes back half an hour later with two black-and-white photographs.


  They’re a bit blurry, but there’s no denying that it’s Jessica Two. In the first one, she’s dressed the same way she was at the airport, only she’s wearing a jaunty cap, almost a beret, that pushes her hair forward over her face and casts shadows where her eyes should be. I look at the time stamp: only an hour after my plane left. She wasted no time taking the first $1,000. She was at another ATM the next morning, on Greenwich and Eighth. She was wearing the same hat, but this time she had on a high-collared sweater. She wired away the rest of my money that afternoon.


  I have so many questions. Like why did she risk going to the ATMs instead of simply wiring herself the money and disappearing? She must have needed the cash for some reason, because she was taking a risk even though I was out of the country and unlikely to be checking my account balance. Part of me feels like she did it because she wanted me to know that it was her, because she could’ve taken the cash from whatever account she transferred the money to. She didn’t have to leave a trail and get caught on video.


  She didn’t have to come so close to my apartment.


  I take out my phone and pull up Jessica Two’s contact information, the one she passed on at the airport with what I assume was an infected tap. It’s only her name and number, an area code I don’t recognize. When I look it up, it says it’s in California, but that doesn’t mean anything. So long as you pay the bill, no one cares if you live where your cell was born. It’s probably a fake number. I try it anyway, but no one picks up. I tap out a text.


  Why did you do this?


  I’m not expecting an answer, but it feels good to ask.


  “You want to report a crime, ma’am?”


  Tolanda Brown—the desk officer at the sixth precinct—is the second person to ma’am me today. I might not take that much time with my appearance, but I’m only a month shy of my thirtieth birthday, for fuck’s sake. I’m wearing the pencil skirt and a dressy capped-sleeve shirt I usually reserve for interviews with important persons. I always thought this outfit made me look professional and approachable, not old.


  “That’s right.”


  “What type of crime?”


  “A theft.”


  She hands me a form. “Fill in the details here and then take a seat over there.” She points to a row of upholstered gray chairs against the wall. Her phone rings shrilly as she hands me a pen. I take a seat with my form. This room feels like where people go to die by waiting, but what choice do I have? In order to file a claim with the bank for the money Jessica Two stole, I need a police report. The bank manager had made it clear that because she had access to all my security passwords, the only money I was likely to get back was that taken from the ATMs. But I might as well make a claim anyway, he said, handing me the forms, because you never know.


  I fill out the form.


  Officer Richardson—property crimes—doesn’t call me ma’am when we’re introduced later that day, but he’s not very reassuring either. In his midfifties, with a runner’s build, he has a weariness about him that’s discouraging.


  He’s got his suit jacket draped over the back of his chair. His dress shirt is yellowed, and his suit has the shiny look suits get when they’ve been dry-cleaned too many times. There are twenty other cubicles in the room, and it’s loud in here, many people on the phone, being interviewed like myself. Despite the ambient noise, Officer Richardson talks low, almost mumbling, so I have to lean forward to hear him. It creates a sort of intimacy that I suspect is purposeful.


  I give him the bare facts. I show him copies of my bank statements and the photographs from the ATM. He raises his eyebrows at the name thing, then chuckles to himself. These criminals and the things they get up to. I don’t find it funny.


  “Any chance I’ll get my money back?”


  He looks at me for a moment, sizing me up with large brown eyes that I suspect have seen twenty years of people asking him the same question as his hairline slowly receded. “You seem like a reasonable person. Are you a reasonable person?”


  “I’d like to think so.”


  “Then the short answer is probably not.”


  “You should put that in the brochure.”


  “You asked.”


  “I did.”


  He meets my gaze. “I’m speaking of probabilities. I’ve seen a lot of things in my career, so you never know. For instance, way back when I was starting out, there was this gang that ended up doing a B&E on every house on the same block. That was in Brooklyn. Back before it was . . .”


  “Brooklyn?”


  “Right.”


  “Every house?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “Was there something special about them?”


  “Not really, other than the fact that they hit so many houses without getting caught.”


  “How is that possible?”


  He raises a shoulder. “Low priority, lack of resources. It happened over several years, and most of what was taken was covered by insurance.”


  “Not like what happened to me, then.”


  “True,” he says. “Anyhoo, about five years later, they caught the guys, and the funny thing was, they had this massive storage locker out in Jersey City. They hadn’t gotten rid of most of the stuff they’d stolen.”


  “Why not?”


  “They hadn’t thought it through. They were good at casing places, getting in and out undetected. But they didn’t have a way to offload what they stole. All the VCRs—this was in the early nineties—and family jewelry and such. I’ll tell you one thing, though.” He leans forward, mimicking me.


  “What’s that?”


  “I was there when the folks whose stuff was stolen went to the warehouse to identify it.”


  “That must’ve been nice.”


  “It was a letdown, actually.”


  “How come?”


  “The family heirlooms, people were happy to get those back. Their charm bracelets and such. Their memories. But the VCRs and other electronics that had been replaced with newer models by the insurance companies? You could see them, one by one, recognizing their things and turning the other way.”


  “Isn’t that insurance fraud?”


  “Probably. But who was going to do anything about it?”


  “You?”


  He straightens up. “Like I told you, personal-property crimes are a low priority. But I learned something that day. Even the most honest people, when it’s their interest on the line, well, they’re often willing to look the other way.”


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  “Just making conversation.”


  “And what about my crime?”


  “The other Jessica?”


  “I call her Jessica Two.”


  He loosens his tie. “Probably not her real name, though. But you never know . . .”


  “She showed me her ID.”


  “That’s easy enough to fake.”


  “But she went through airport security . . .”


  He nods. “There is that . . . though she could have used other ID to get through security.”


  “She had it planned out,” I say.


  “Clearly. How did she know you’d be at the airport, though?”


  I explain to him about Twitter. Show him the tweet I’d sent. “She had at least a week to plan. And I was in the news a whole month before that.”


  He nods again. “Clever little scheme. You did make it simple for her, being so public and all.”


  “I guess I did.”


  “Your generation, living your life online. Makes it easy picking for the criminal class, I’ll tell you that. Like that Kardashian woman with that robbery in Paris—”


  I cut him off before he goes on another long tangent. “Could you get a warrant to get information on the account she transferred my money to?”


  “I doubt it’s still there. It’s more likely that she transferred it right away to another account, and then another, et cetera. See those numbers there?” he says, pointing to my account statement. “That numbering means it was transferred to an offshore account. Untraceable.”


  So that’s why she needed the ATM cash. If her money’s offshore, it’s probably not as easy as just going to an ATM and making a withdrawal to get access to it.


  “It’s worth trying, though, isn’t it?” I ask with a note of hope in my voice.


  He turns and taps on his keyboard. “There’s nothing in the system under that name. If that is her real name, she doesn’t have any priors.”


  “You have access to the DMV database, don’t you? What about finding the other Jessicas born on my birthday? That’s not a long list.”


  He looks at me over his shoulder. “Didn’t you tell me her driver’s license was from Ohio?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “We don’t have jurisdiction there.”


  “How about the airport? Can you check if she used that name to go through security or buy a ticket?”


  “That’s the TSA’s bailiwick.”


  “I thought that stuff was all connected now, because of 9/11?”


  He gives me a look. “That’s for stopping terrorists. Not catching grifters.”


  I slouch down. “So, you can’t do anything.”


  “I didn’t say that.” He hits print, and his dot-matrix printer starts to buzz. He takes the paper off the printer and puts it at the bottom of a large stack. “I’ve put it in my to-do pile. That’s the best I can do for you right now.”


  “Are you trying to make me mad?”


  He swivels toward me slowly. “Course not, ma’am. I’m simply trying to give you a realistic expectation about what’s going to happen here. I’m sorry it’s not any different.”


  When the ma’am-ing starts, I know I’m done for. I stand to go.


  He hands me his card. “If you learn anything else, you feel free to call me.”


  I take it and stow it in my pocket.


  “You’ll receive the police report by mail in four to six business days.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Good luck to you, Jessica.”


  I thank him again, though it’s not luck I need now.


  It’s Liam.


  Chapter 4


  Enter Liam


  Liam finds me sitting at the bar in Fiddlesticks, not my regular haunt, but a place I started going to a couple of months ago, right before everything started.


  There’s nothing special about this place. A shiny bar top, a mirror along the back wall with gold lettering that’s half-covered by beer bottles and glasses hanging from a rack. Flags of the world paper the ceiling, each dipping slightly toward the floor in the middle. I like the fish tacos and the Coney Island IPA on draft. It’s a neighborhood bar in a neighborhood in which I’ve been mostly anonymous. No one here knows my name.


  It’s five o’clock on a Monday in the second week of June. The city hasn’t heated up yet to that suffering sauna it becomes in full summer. The bar’s a quarter full, and even though it’s a bit dark in here, I can feel the sunlight on my back through the stained-glass windows. I should be outside, soaking it in. Instead, I’m inside, planning, plotting, anxious.


  “Job hunt?” Liam says, taking the stool next to me without asking, motioning to the notebook on the bar that I’ve been making notes in.


  My heart hitches. I flip my notebook over. “Something like that.”


  “You drinking the IPA?”


  “Yep.”


  “Any good?”


  “It’ll do.”


  He catches the bartender’s eye, points to my glass, and puts up two fingers. The bartender nods and takes two glasses down.


  “What’s up, kid?” Liam asks.


  “Shouldn’t you stop calling me that by now?”


  He gives me what I call his “charming” smile. Liam’s six feet tall, and at forty-two, he still looks like he’s in the merchant marines—his skin halfway between tanned and burned, with deep lines ingrained in his forehead. His dark-brown hair is peppered with gray, and his eyes are a hazel color that’s the opposite of mine, closer to brown than green. “Does it bother you?”


  “Sometimes. Plus, three people called me ma’am today, so I think I’m past the ‘kid’ stage.”


  He gives me a quick once-over. “It might’ve been the outfit.”


  “Shut it.”


  The bartender delivers our beers and Liam slips him a twenty. He’s the king of overtipping, which gets him goodwill and access, both of which are useful in his profession.


  “You rang?” Liam asks.


  “What took you so long to get here?”


  “I was on a case.”


  Liam works mostly as a private detective, with a side hustle as a fixer for certain prominent New York families and their lawyers. It’s a lucrative business, though Liam doesn’t care that much about money. He’s the one who rescued me from the Land of Todd. And then he spent a year helping me reintegrate into society. One way or another, he’s taught me most of the things I know.


  “Something I can help with?” I ask him.


  He laughs. “I’ve got it. Besides, you were never my best student.”


  “Can you blame me?”


  He puts his hand over mine briefly. “You know I don’t believe in blame.”


  A Liamism. There is no blame. Check, don’t trust. You are your own choices. I had a notebook full of them, back when I used to write down everything he said like it was something to replace the Toddisms I’d been brought up on.


  “I know.”


  “How was your trip?” Liam asks.


  “Quiet.”


  “Good.”


  “Thanks for meeting me.”


  “No problem. What’s up?”


  “Can’t I just be hankering for the pleasure of your company?”


  He pulls a face as he lifts his beer to his mouth. “I haven’t seen you in, what?”


  “Six months.” I knew to the day, but that might freak him out.


  “Six months. That’s too long.”


  “I’ve been . . . busy.”


  “So I read. How come you didn’t answer my texts or meet me when I asked?”


  That had been hard, ignoring Liam. I’ve been in love with him since I was eighteen, and I’m used to following his commands. “I needed to figure some stuff out on my own. Plus . . . well, I was ashamed, to be honest.”


  The bartender delivers the plate of fish tacos with a side of fries that I ordered right before Liam appeared. He reaches for one of the tacos. “Do you mind?”


  “Everything I have is yours,” I say.


  Liam winces at the Toddism. “Okay, now I know something’s wrong. Spill.”


  I grew up in the Land of Todd. That sounds so innocent, doesn’t it? Like the Land of Nod, what Crate & Barrel used to call their kids’ furniture line. And for my parents, it started that way. When they joined, it all seemed benign. I want to believe this, because thinking otherwise puts too much between my parents and me, and we’ve got enough baggage.


  They were brought up in strict Mormon families and married young. They became members of the Land of Todd in their early twenties and were joined there soon after by my father’s brother, Tom, and his wife, Tanya. My parents must’ve given the place glowing reviews for the fresh air and the clean life they were living. And Todd. I’m sure they sang Todd’s praises as well. His energy. His purity.


  His vision.


  The Land of Todd—or the LOT, as we called it—rested on a large plot of land in the Adirondack Mountains. It was made up of small cabins that each family unit built for themselves, the communal dining hall called the Gathering Place, and Todd’s house, a log cabin overlooking the lake. There wasn’t any fencing when they joined. I’ve seen the photographs from the early days, and in every one of them everyone is laughing.


  But they should’ve been paying more attention. Done some research. The Land of Nod is where God exiled Cain after he killed Abel. It’s a place of wanderers, where some said even God himself could not see. Does that sound like the right idea to build a future on?


  By the time the children came along—me; my cousin, Kiki; the others—things had started to shift. Todd didn’t like the loss of attention, the loyalty to someone other than him, so he assigned two of the single women to be caregivers/guards and separated us from our parents. From the time I was five, I lived and worked at the Upper Camp, a part of the property that wasn’t easily accessible and had none of the amenities (running water, electricity, plumbing) the houses I’d known till then did.


  We were drilled in odd skills up there: how to dig a ditch, how to meditate for hours. We were being trained for something—we even had little outfits that I learned later were Girl and Boy Scout uniforms picked up on the cheap—but what? A new kind of society? A revolution? Todd was talking about that near the end of my time there, but it was incoherent. We’d be placed in strategic positions, and we’d know what to do when the time came. We’d understand the signals. It was all garbage, but we absorbed it silently, as we’d been taught.


  Then, on a rare day when we’d been taken into town to get groceries at the farmers’ market, Liam approached me while I was picking out tomatoes. “You don’t know me,” he said under his breath after telling me to look straight ahead and not react. “My name is Liam.” But I knew exactly who he was. A few years before, an entire family had left in the middle of the night. After that, there was a name that was whispered late at night when our minders were asleep. Liam. Whenever someone left, it was because of him. Maybe that was true, or maybe they slipped away without help. It was hard to know what to believe.


  But there was Liam in the flesh, looking like one of the heroes on the covers of the cheesy romance novels the girls hid in the walls and passed around like the contraband they were.


  Telling me to keep looking ahead, to just listen. Offering a lifeline. A way out.


  I took it.


  When I’m done filling Liam in, I’ve eaten one of the fish tacos, and he’s eaten two. The bar has filled up around us, and the music’s been turned up a notch. Imagine Dragons is singing about being a believer. What do they know?


  We’ve finished our beers and ordered another round. Not that it’s a long story to tell, but Liam is big on getting all the details, especially about Jessica Two.


  “She’s done this before,” I say.


  “I was thinking the same,” Liam says. He’s got his own notebook out, the twin of mine. So many of my preferences are Liam based, I have trouble deciding if I do something because I like it or because he taught me to. “You thinking of trying to find her yourself?”


  “That’s why I called you. What do you think?”


  “I think you should.”


  “You do?”


  I was expecting a lecture. I’d broken one of his cardinal rules: never leave all your money in one place, especially not a place that’s easily accessible through electronic means.


  “Doesn’t look like the police are going to do anything,” he said.


  “I got that impression. Where should we start?”


  “I haven’t agreed to help you yet.”


  “But you will, right?”


  Liam holds his beer glass with his thumb and index finger and swings it back and forth. He loves giving silence for answers.


  “I was thinking that if she’s done it before, finding some of her other victims might help,” I say.


  “Other Jessica Williamses?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You think she’s used that name before? Why?”


  “Makes sense, doesn’t it? She has the ID; why not use it more than once if she can?”


  “Or she might have a string of IDs,” Liam says.


  “She might. But you and I both know that a good ID is harder to get than most people think.” After I’d left the LOT, I learned that my birth had never been registered. Todd didn’t believe in the government, only Todd. It had taken six months, and a lot of help from Liam, to get the Social Security card in my wallet and the birth certificate in my safe-deposit box, which is also where I socked away my emergency fund, safe from Jessica Two.


  “Plus,” I add, “she said this thing about how she played this game ‘every time she met another Jessica.’”


  “That might be a clue. Or it might be a lie.”


  “Let’s call it a hunch.”


  He finishes his beer. “You know what I think about hunches.”


  “Eliminate them. Don’t believe. Check.”


  “That’s right.”


  “So how do we check?”


  Liam turns his stool around and rests his back against the bar. He looks out at the crowd of suited men and women. He’s wearing dark jeans and a black shirt, a look he can easily turn into something resembling a suit with the addition of a blazer and a tie. A look for all occasions, he’s called it.


  I follow his gaze. There’s a pretty early-twenty-something accepting a drink from an older guy at one of the tables near the door.


  “She’s fine,” I say.


  “Probably.”


  “You don’t have to save everyone.”


  He looks at me. “If your ‘hunch’ is right, then there must be points of commonality.”


  “Besides our names?” I say cheekily.


  “Don’t be an ass.”


  “I feel like one.”


  “You got taken by a pro.”


  “You think?”


  “Definitely. What she did took a lot of planning. She must’ve been tracking you for a while, waiting for an opportunity to connect with you and play that game. And the phone tap at the end, that’s clever.”


  “That’s how she got my banking info, right? Some kind of capture software.”


  “Yes, but that’s pretty sophisticated. There’s encryption in place that should’ve prevented her from getting anything other than your contact information.”


  The girl is shaking her head at something the older man’s saying. But then she laughs, and the tension in my body eases. A downside of Liam: he makes you see bad everywhere you look. Which might be accurate most of the time, but it’s a hard way to live.


  “Don’t say it, okay. I know I shouldn’t have had my banking information in my phone, but I thought it was safer than e-banking over that shared Wi-Fi in my apartment. I know you always say—”


  “Do everything in person—”


  “Yes, but life’s not built like that anymore.”


  “Expedience over security. It’s always been our undoing.”


  A group of recently off-work friends stumble into the bar, laughing. The bartender ups the level on the sound system again and rings a bell: last call for happy hour. “Where the Streets Have No Name” starts playing. They could be describing the Land of Todd.


  “I was easy prey,” I say.


  “What’s done is done. What matters is what you do now.”


  “All right, enough with the sayings. Are you going to help me or what?”


  I keep expecting him to offer, but instead he’s made me ask again. Life is like that sometimes. Plans depend on other people.


  “I’m at your service, ma’am,” Liam says, then throws his head back and laughs.


  Chapter 5


  Card Tricks


  Liam walks me back to my apartment, a few blocks away from the bar. Jose, the three-card monte man, is set up on the corner of Greenwich and Seventh, the way he often is. He’s got a crowd of tourists around him, smiling and wasting their one-dollar bills like businessmen in a strip joint. Whatever floats your boat.


  Liam watches Jose’s hands, which I know from him is what you’re supposed to do rather than watch the cards. Jose is very good, but if you look carefully enough, you can see what Liam pointed out to me years ago: he flashes the red queen, then palms it so it’s one of the other cards that hits the table first. Thinking that you’re following the card the dealer shows you is the mistake everyone makes, the reason the monte always wins unless you guess right through blind luck.


  “You going to take him on?” I ask. Sometimes Liam likes to torture the three-card guys by beating them at their own game.


  “Not tonight.”


  “Instead of saving all of us, you should’ve trained us up like Fagin in Oliver Twist.”


  “Find the lady,” he says, tapping my sternum lightly. “Don’t think I didn’t consider it. With you and Daisy, we would’ve made a killing.”


  I watch his face. It’s hard to know if he’s joking sometimes, or what he’s thinking in general. He was pretty clear, though, when I made a pass at him on the night of my college graduation a few months before I turned twenty-three. He removed my hand from his thigh gently and told me to get some sleep. I hid out from him for most of the year after that, but it was hard to stay away from Liam forever.


  “What held you back?” I ask.


  “Is that a serious question?”


  I shrug.


  “None of you deserved to be used anymore.”


  The crowd lets out a loud Ahhh! Jose just took a guy for fifty dollars.


  “That guy’s a plant,” I say.


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Pretty sure.”


  Liam checks out the player. He’s in his midthirties and wearing a Mariners cap and jeans ten years out of date. He bets another fifty dollars and wins this time. The crowd’s bigger now, and pretty soon one of the local beat cops is going to break this up.


  “You might be right,” Liam says.


  “I totally am.”


  “Why the confidence?”


  “He was doing the same thing this morning.”


  Liam gives me one of his deep belly laughs. “That’s my girl.”


  I wish.


  It took me almost a year to call the number Liam slipped me among the produce. I should’ve left with him that day at the farmers’ market like he asked, but I didn’t want to leave my cousin, Kiki, behind. So instead, I’d taken his number and promised I’d find a way to use it when I was ready.


  It took a lot of planning. We didn’t have a phone in the Upper Camp, only a two-way radio for emergencies. The phone at the Gathering Place was closely guarded. Some said bugged by Todd. It was hard to know what was true at that point, which was one of the reasons it felt so dangerous to stay there. Then there was the way Todd kept looking at me. Kiki told me I was imagining it, but I saw how my mother looked the other way whenever he was near me.


  Like a bargain had been struck and she had seller’s remorse.


  By that time, I barely thought of her as my mother. She’d birthed me, but then she’d let me be led away from her and into the woods, my hand clasping Kiki’s like Hansel’s gripped Gretel’s. Even at five I knew she’d been given a choice, and I wasn’t it.


  I was seventeen when I met Liam, though it wasn’t a birthday that was celebrated. When we turned eighteen, though, we got to come down the mountain and build our own house. Kiki and our friend Sarah were going to get to share a cabin, but not me.


  Not me.


  Two weeks before my eighteenth birthday, my aunt took me into town. My mother was supposed to do it—I heard her arguing with my father about it after the weekly assembly—but that was “too much to ask” apparently. Giving me up for whatever Todd had in mind could be borne, but buying what I now know, with the benefit of hindsight, was to be my “wedding dress” was a step too far.


  I’ll never truly understand my mother. But she did give me the gift of anger.


  It has a way of focusing you that forgiveness can’t.


  Even though it’s after seven, none of my roommates are home from work. The benefit of living with two investment bankers and a lawyer: I have this place to myself most of the time. My room is the “maid’s room,” that quaint term for a tiny room that probably never housed a maid, though one of my roommates—Josh, the annoying, know-it-all lawyer—says he looked up the census data from a hundred years ago and it lists “maid” as one of the occupants. He’s always making shit like that up. Regardless, I’m most certainly not the maid of these slobs. They contribute to a weekly cleaning service, which was my one condition on moving in since we share a bathroom. They’d given each other a look that made me think I wasn’t the first woman to ask and agreed. The room is small, but it’s more personal space than I had in the Land of Todd. I’m debt-free, college all paid for, and had the comfort of knowing, until I crossed paths with Jessica Two, that if I were suddenly out of a job, I wouldn’t be out on the street.


  I’ve made the space my own. The queen-size bed that touches both walls is the most comfortable bed you’ll ever sleep on. There’s no window in here, just the painting Kiki gave me. Underneath it is a desk with a large monitor that doubles as my television. I installed a hanging bar near the ceiling that raises and lowers on a pulley system to hang my clothes on, and I built a set of drawers that fits under my bed.


  I grab my laptop and return to the common area.


  “You want a beer?” I ask Liam. He’s standing in the middle of the living room, which is composed of two uncomfortable leather couches and a massive flat screen. Men and their priorities.


  “Sure. Mind if I put the game on?”


  “Go ahead.”


  Liam’s a die-hard Mets fan and has season tickets at Citi Field that he inherited from his dad. Mostly, he gives them away or resells them, but he watches on TV when he can. He used to take me to games, telling me about this whole hot-dog-and-beer ritual he had with his dad and how they scored every game they attended together, keeping the results in a series of three-ring binders. It made me jealous of the normalcy of his upbringing, so I acted out by changing the score sheet when he wasn’t looking. He stopped taking me after that.


  Liam turns on the TV and finds the right channel while I go into the galley kitchen and fetch two beers from the fridge. Its contents are labeled like they were in my freshman dorm: the yogurt is mine; the fancy craft beer is Josh’s. I take two of his beers, a tithe for the guacamole that was clearly labeled as mine that I caught him with a few weeks ago.


  “I think we should start with Twitter,” I say, handing him his beer and taking a seat next to him. I open the laptop and log on.


  “What does that mean?” Liam asks, pointing to the number 293 over the little bell symbol next to Notifications.


  “Have you never been on Twitter?”


  He grimaces as he tugs on his beer. “What’s it notifying you of?”


  “All the people who’ve liked a tweet of mine or retweeted it or @-ed me.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “Like direct tweeted at me. They sent a message to @reallyJessicaW specifically.”


  “That’s your Twitter name?”


  “Yep.”


  Liam pulls on his beer and barely avoids rolling his eyes at me. “Do you need to answer all of those tweet thingies?”


  “Nope.”


  “Are you even going to check them?”


  “It’s not anything I need to see.”


  He reaches over and moves the mouse on the trackpad until the cursor’s over the symbol, then clicks. My notifications are full of what I’ve come to expect—horrible misogyny and hate.


  “What the hell is this?” Liam asks.


  “This is what happens when you’ve been publicly shamed.”


  Liam’s eyes scroll down the page. He stops when he gets to the first guy threatening to rape me.


  “What the fuck, Jess. You need to call the police.”


  “It’s just Twitter. They won’t do anything. And they don’t mean it. Not most of them, anyway.”


  Liam looks away and swallows half his beer rapidly. “What are we doing on here, then?”


  “I wanted to see if I could find other women named Jessica Williams.”


  I execute a quick search in the people tab. The first result is the former Daily Show correspondent, but it goes on for pages and pages. “I’m not going to get anywhere here.”


  “Why does anyone use this?”


  “It was kind of essential in my old job.”


  “And now?”


  “A bad habit, I guess.” I navigate away from it. “Anyway, it’s not the right place for this kind of search. Maybe Facebook.”


  “Do you have Facebook?” Liam asks.


  “Everyone over twenty-five has Facebook.”


  He frowns at my jab. Liam does not have Facebook. He turns his eyes to the TV screen. The Mets are up by two against the Phillies in the second inning. I’m sure it won’t last.


  I log into my Facebook account. I don’t go on Facebook much these days, though I used to spend a lot of time on there. There’s a survivors’ group—Not in Todd Anymore—where some of us saved by Liam and others who left on their own started gathering seven years ago, after Todd died, but there’s little activity there now.


  “If I remember right,” I say, “you can’t search for age on here. Just names, and then you can see, sometimes, where they live and their age on their individual page if they want that information to be public.”


  “I thought Facebook was shit about privacy?”


  “They know everything, but that doesn’t mean it’s easily accessible to ordinary users.”


  I type Jessica Williams into the search bar. A list of Jessicas appears, sorted by what algorithm, I don’t know. One of the first on the list has a common friend, someone I used to work with, but when I check this Jessica’s page, she’s ten years older than me. The next two both have their privacy settings on high, and no personal information but a photo.


  I click on the expand tab—the list goes on and on and on.


  “There has to be a better way,” Liam says.


  “You’re the guy with the skills.”


  “You want me to call in a favor?”


  “Would you?”


  The distinctive sound of a well-hit ball draws Liam’s eyes back to the TV screen. The Phillies have loaded the bases.


  “Goddammit.”


  “Maybe you should switch to the Yankees?” I say. “I read this article recently about how they’re New York’s ‘real’ team now, based on fans.”


  “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”


  “Liam Davis. Patron Saint of Lost Causes.”


  “And yet, you want my help.”


  “Yes, please.”


  He takes the laptop from me and concentrates on the screen. Liam’s built up a web of contacts over the years that can help him locate people, some of which he’s shared with me, and some of which he keeps to himself. I take a sip of my beer as I watch him.


  Liam starts with a background-check website and enters some parameters. It chugs along and produces a report that says that there’s no one with a criminal record in the state with my name and birthday.


  “I thought we were looking for other victims?” I ask.


  “It was worth trying before I called in the favor.”


  “Is it really that big?”


  “They’ve been cracking down on leaks. Mario needs to be more cautious.”


  “But you’ll ask?”


  “I’ll call him tomorrow.”


  I kiss him quickly on the cheek. “Thanks, Liam.”


  “Well, now . . .”


  “Relax. I’m not going to jump you or anything.”


  I take the laptop away from him and sit on the opposite couch. It smells faintly of the cigars one of my roommates likes to smoke. He’s trying out for Douchebag of the Year, an award he’s going to win. Liam fiddles with his beer, looking uncomfortable, his concentration on the game now feigned.


  “I have an idea,” I say.


  “What’s that?”


  I go back to Facebook and start a new post.


  Is your name Jessica Williams? Were you born on July 10, 1990? Have you met another one just like you? Me too! DM me if you want to talk about it.


  I make the post public, then pass the laptop to Liam.


  “You think that’s going to work?” He leans back into the couch with his beer cradled in his hands. Another crack of the bat and the Mets are now down by six.


  “You’d be surprised what works on here.”


  “Please don’t tell me.”


  “It’s not like Twitter . . . well, mostly not.”


  “Didn’t you meet that Pete guy on Facebook?”


  It was Tinder, not Facebook, but that wouldn’t make a difference to Liam. He’d taken an instant dislike to Pete when we met once for a drink last fall. It wasn’t anything serious, and we broke up months ago. Was Liam . . . jealous? No. I put the thought out of my head.


  “Pete wasn’t so bad.”


  “He didn’t steal all your money, if that’s what you mean.”


  “Shut it.”


  “Seriously, Jess. You can do better.”


  “Maybe I like being alone.”


  “I doubt it.” He takes another swig of his beer. “God, this is awful. And I’m about to turn off this game.”


  “That would be a first.”


  “Not these days.”


  My computer pings! Someone’s tagged a Jessica Williams in the post. “We’ve got a hit.”


  “So fast?” Liam says.


  “Technology. It’s not all bad.”


  “I don’t have anything against technology per se . . .”


  “You sound like Todd.”


  Liam stands abruptly. “It’s late, I should go.”


  “I’m sorry, okay? I shouldn’t have said that.” I stand up, knocking my beer over. “Shit.”


  I rush to the kitchen to get a rag. There’s beer dripping down one of the leather couches, the only thing my roommates care anything about.


  “Josh is going to kill me,” I say, but Liam’s already out the door.


  Chapter 6


  Connections


  When I check the Facebook post the next morning after the guys have left for work in their noisy way, the post has gone semiviral, and thirty-five women named Jessica Williams have been tagged in the comments. A quick scan shows me that half the people who’ve commented on the message are the same trolls who were plaguing me before I left for Mexico, because anything I post online will forever be another opportunity to tell me I’m a piece of shit.


  This much I know already.


  Despite all the reactions, and the Jessicas, I have no direct messages. Added to that: Liam hasn’t returned the two texts I sent before I crawled into the cocoon of my bed and willed the day to disappear.


  I resign myself to the silence and settle in on the couch. I go through the tagged Jessicas one by one. None of them were born on the same day as I was as far as I can tell, and there’s a string of conversations on the thread like Dude, what made you think that I was born on July 10? Or I’m not that old, bee-atch. So helpful.


  It’s a weird exercise. These other Jessicas are like a series of doors I never walked through. If I hadn’t been born in the Land of Todd, or I’d never left, what might my life be like?


  After an hour, I get sick of looking at all the Jessicas and waiting for a DM to appear or Liam to get back to me. It feels like I’m in a holding pattern, circling the city, waiting for the weather to clear.


  To pass the time, I decide to reach out to The Twists, a group of misfits and weirdos Liam helped save from various cults over the years. We gave ourselves this title, mostly to piss Liam off, because it was part of our new freedom to poke fun at our savior.


  I open the group-text thread we started years ago:


  Anyone up for some trouble?


  Covington replies first, as he always does. Next up is Daisy, then Miller. Everyone else begs off because of work, promising they might catch up with us later, though we know from previous experience that they won’t.


  The only one who doesn’t reply is Liam.


  But the word Read is right there under his name.


  I smile to myself, knowing I can still get under his skin.


  Feel free to join us, Liam! I write, then wait.


  Have fun, he texts, but just to me, and I know that’s the last I’ll hear from him for a while.


  We decide to meet at High Dive in Brooklyn. Miller and Daisy share an apartment nearby, so we go there often enough. With everything, it’s been a few months since I’ve seen them.


  I take the B train from West 4th, and as we lurch along, I read through the comments that continue to appear on my Facebook post like popping kernels, only now, two people have tagged a Jessica who lives upstate, and she’s one of the Jessicas who turned up early in my name search yesterday. She’s got her privacy settings on high, nothing showing in her feed except a picture with her face half in shadow. She has mousy brown hair and pale skin that probably burns on impact with sunlight. She looks tiny, almost elfin, but pictures can be deceiving.


  I take a screenshot of her profile and plunk it into a text to Liam as we pull into the station.


  Can you ask your guy to investigate her?


  It only takes a moment before the word Read appears below my text.


  I smile. As well as Liam knows me, I know him. He can’t ignore a text or a challenge.


  Then, feeling too much like an ex-girlfriend who’s stalking a man who doesn’t want to be with her anymore, I slip my phone into my pocket and vow to ignore it for a while.


  Covington’s already in High Dive when I walk through the bright-red door, reading something on his phone. He came from the Land of Todd, too, only he’s five years younger than I am and—as the son of Todd’s most trusted associate, and, if the rumor mill was right, maybe an actual son of Todd—got to skip the Upper Camp while I was there. As a result, he and I barely knew one another until he left the LOT; he was simply another face in the weekly gathering, one of the fervent ones I used to look at with disdain. He’s the last person Liam saved, a year before Todd died.


  Covington is sitting with his chair turned around, his gangly limbs spilling out in all directions. He always does this. Todd made us sit up straight with our feet on the floor and our arms by our sides. The way Covington sits is his way of saying “Fuck you, Todd” every single day. We all have our own ways of doing that.


  “Where are Miller and Daisy?” I ask as I sit next to him at the table he’s commandeered in the corner. Some of us came to Liam with disastrous names like Stardust and Riverstone. Another Liamism: it’s never too late to pick the name that suits you. Hence, Daisy, Miller, and Covington.


  “Miller’s late as per usual. Daisy’s in the bathroom.”


  “Ah.”


  “No, not like that. She’s been . . . Man, Jess.”


  “Sorry, sorry.”


  “I put on an automator for this, but if you’re going to be like that . . .”


  Covington’s a day trader, and he’s always using words I don’t know the meaning of or whether they even exist at all.


  “Please stay,” I say.


  “You’ll leave it?”


  “Of course.”


  The waitress comes over and does a double take when she sees me.


  “Oh, wait, you’re that girl!”


  Covington starts to laugh. “You’re famous!”


  “For all the wrong reasons.”


  The waitress shakes her head. “No way, man. You’re, like, my hero. The way you took that asshole down.” She holds up her hand for a high five. I meet it. “Solidarity, sister.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Now, what can I get you to drink?”


  We give her our orders and then Daisy joins us. She survived David Koresh and Mount Carmel when she was a baby, but only barely, so her cocaine habit shouldn’t be that much of a surprise. Only she looks like a librarian, glasses and argyle sweater and all, so it does tend to throw you for a loop.


  She leans down to hug me. She smells like toothpaste and the cheap soap from the bathroom, but no other chemicals.


  “I’ve missed you!” she says.


  “Me too.”


  She sits next to Cov. “So, what’s up?”


  “Let’s wait for Miller.”


  “Did someone say Miller Time?” Miller’s voice booms behind me. He’s short and slight, the product of his hippie, WASP mother who went to India and fell in love with his Hindu father at Rajneesh’s original ashram. His parents wore orange and then maroon and were at that crazy compound in Oregon. He was born after it all fell apart, but his parents hadn’t quite worked the cult out of them. When Miller was six, his parents joined some splinter group no one’s ever heard of, but which was just as weird. Maybe worse.


  “You don’t actually drink that shit, do you?” Cov asks.


  “It’s a perfectly respectable beer.”


  The waitress brings our drinks, and we spend a few minutes catching up, the small talk of old compadres, banded together like a group that’s gone through war.


  “What’s up?” Daisy asks. “Why the SOS?”


  “I needed to see some friendly faces.”


  “Is it that stuff with your job? I know you didn’t do it.”


  “That’s sweet, D. But I did.”


  Miller flips his bottle cap up in the air and catches it. “Wow, big confession.”


  “Shut up, Miller,” Cov says.


  “It’s okay. It’s true, I did it.”


  “Why?” Daisy asks. Despite her predilection for chemicals, she’s the rule follower of the group. She won’t even jaywalk. She allows herself to break the rules she needs to survive, but needs the regular conventions of society to bind her in. So, cocaine and hash—her medicines—are permitted. Letting your parking meter expire is not. I’m guessing plagiarism falls into the latter category.


  “Did you read the piece?” I ask.


  “I thought it was great.”


  “Yeah, well, that’s because I found someone else’s article that was great, but unread.”


  “You made out okay, though, from what I’ve seen,” Cov says.


  “Thanks for trying to take on some of the trolls.”


  “I like arguing with those guys.”


  “You would.”


  Covington smiles. “Anyway, now you’re on easy street.”


  “Well, that’s where it gets interesting.”


  I tell them about Jessica Two. The airport, the drinks, the ATM, the wire transfer.


  “Fuuuccck,” Miller says when I’ve finished.


  “Yep.”


  “That’s kind of genius, though,” Covington says.


  “Genius?” Daisy says.


  “Yeah, like, figuring out that you have a common name and that this could help you con people . . . It means you have all the ID you need, right? Like at banks and stuff.”


  “Assuming it’s her name,” Miller says.


  “You don’t think so?”


  “It would be a big risk.”


  “Right,” Daisy says. “Can’t they go interview all the Jessica Williamses and figure out who did it?”


  “They say no,” I say.


  “But she wouldn’t have known that beforehand,” Miller says.


  Covington leans forward. “I bet she did. I bet she started off small, years ago. She has ID for this common name. Maybe it’s hers, maybe it isn’t. But she tries something, a small scam. Nothing happens. She gets away with it. She looks for other Jessicas. She researches them, finds one worth bilking. She pulls it off, gets away with it again. The police don’t come knocking. She bides her time. She waits until the right moment. Then, boom. You’re in the news. You’re vulnerable. An easy mark.”


  “Thanks ever so,” I say. But Covington’s right. “It doesn’t matter if it’s her real name or not. Either way, she’s gotten away with it so far.”


  “So far?” Miller asks.


  “Maybe she messed with the wrong Jessica.”


  Covington raises his bottle and clinks it to mine. “You bet she did.”


  Many drinks later, the room’s a bit blurry. I’ve been outside with Covington smoking cigarettes off and on all afternoon. My mouth feels dirty, and it’s that moment in the evening when I regret drinking at all. I’m drunk, too drunk to sober up quickly, and I don’t like being out of control. The music is thumping, and Covington signs that it’s time for another smoke, and I follow him. We’re all ingrained followers, us Toddians. You can take the girl out of the cult . . .


  “Do you ever wonder who did it?” Covington asks when we’re outside, a flame near his face. He has a scar along the edge of his chin that reaches down to his throat—he hit the razor wire on the perimeter fence when he left and almost bled out before making it to Liam’s car.


  “Did what?”


  “Killed Todd.”


  “He had a heart attack.”


  “You believe that story?”


  I take the lighter from him, light the cigarette he offers me, and inhale deeply. I never smoke, usually, but tonight—today, whatever—feels like a day to indulge in bad habits.


  “What do you think happened?” I ask.


  “Someone gave him a drug that caused the heart attack.”


  “How?”


  “Those IVs he was always taking, his vitamin concoctions, or whatever. It would be easy to swap out a bag.”


  I concentrate on the cigarette. “You seem to have given this a lot of thought.”


  “I used to fantasize about it during meetings. Whether it would act quickly. Whether he’d be in pain. Whether he’d know it was me.”


  “Maybe you did it, then?”


  “Nah, I was already free, remember?”


  “So why do you think someone did?”


  “That guy was obsessed with his heart health. His whole diet was designed to make sure he lived as long as possible. He checked his blood pressure every day. He ran six miles every morning up a fucking hill. It doesn’t make sense.”


  I drop my cigarette and crush it. I feel nothing about what Covington’s saying. The good thing about this many drinks is I’ve reached that point. Painless. Blameless.


  “I think it’s safe to say that there’s lots of us who wanted him dead, who thought about it, even. Then it happened. That was a good thing, wasn’t it? Who cares if it makes sense?”


  “Not so good for everyone . . . what about Kiki?”


  I wince, the shot of adrenaline my body releases acting like Narcan, jump-starting my heart. “What the hell, Covington? Are you trying to make me upset?”


  He raises his hand in surrender. “Sorry.” He tosses his cigarette into the street. “I suck, okay? We all suck.”


  “So says Todd.”


  “And Todd is all.”


  I shake my head at the call and response we said by rote a thousand times. “If he was murdered, he deserved it.”


  “He did.” He pulls me into a hug. Touching most people still feels weird to me, all these years later. Physical contact wasn’t allowed in the Upper Camp. Who knows what the kids might get up to if they could embrace?


  “You okay?” Cov asks.


  “I’m fine.”


  “I’m going to head back in.”


  “I’m going to stay out here for a bit.”


  He lets me go and enters the bar. I’m going to leave in a minute, but for now I linger. I watch the group through the window like they’re on a sitcom, talking with big gestures, laughing, free. The leftovers, the side effects, the only family I have left.


  My mind wanders. I check my phone, scrolling through my texts. Jessica Two’s seen my message. So, her phone is working, real. And she has her read receipts on, so she wants me to know she’s read it. A point of connection that I can use. But what words will unlock a reaction? A daily text? Hourly?


  I poke at my phone and tap out: I’m coming to get you, get you, get you.


  “No more drinking,” I say out loud.


  “I tell myself that every day,” the homeless man I didn’t even notice says. He’s sitting on the ground against the side of the building, his possessions jumbled into a shopping cart.


  “We should take each other’s advice.”


  “Easier said and all that.”


  He raises a can in my direction. I toast him with air.


  My phone vibrates. It’s a text from Liam.


  I found her.


  Chapter 7


  Road Trip


  “Let’s just go,” I say, and for once Liam agrees with me. So here we are, in the middle of a Wednesday, driving out of the city.


  It’s a bright, sunny day, and we’re on I-95, heading north. To Wilmington, New York, to be more precise, about five hours away. That’s where this Jessica Williams lives, on a small dirt road outside of town.


  While the world was still tilting in Brooklyn, I sent her a Facebook friend request. She didn’t answer it. Then I realized I could send her a direct message even if we weren’t friends, and so I wrote to her, setting out the basic details of what had happened and asking if the same thing had been done to her.


  She didn’t write back, but the message might have ended up in her spam folder. You’d have to be a monster not to respond to a cry for help from someone with the same name as you who’d been defrauded because of it, right?


  In the sober morning, I took another tack and sent friend requests to the two women who’d tagged her in my original Facebook post. They were more open to communicating with a stranger and accepted my requests quickly. Then they both started messaging with me. One was named Miranda, and she worked at a high school where Jessie—that’s what Miranda called her—worked a while back in a suburb of Chicago. She couldn’t tell me much about her other than where she lived now, and that Jessie had come into some money, she thought, but she didn’t know the details. Jessie was kind of a private person, you know? She wouldn’t like me telling you these things.


  The other woman was named Leanne, and she lived in Wilmington, half a mile from Jessie. She didn’t know Jessie too well, only that she was new in town these last two years, and kept to herself, and why did I want to know, anyway? What did my post on Facebook mean? Was there some kind of Jessica convention going on down there in New York City?


  I laughed at that one. I had to get in a room with Jessie. Maybe face-to-face, she’d talk to me. A drunken Facebook DM is easy to cast aside. I’m much harder to ignore in person.


  Even Liam knows this. That’s how we ended up in this car, snarled in traffic.


  “So,” I say, digging into the food hamper at my feet when we’ve left the city behind, “I’ve got portable cheese and near-cheese products. Also, many kinds of chocolate. You like chocolate, right?”


  Liam looks over at me. He’s wearing a black T-shirt, aviator sunglasses that reflect me back at myself, and the Mets hat I gave him for his birthday a few years back. “What’s gotten into you?”


  I bounce in my seat. “I’m both nervous and excited. I’m nercited.”


  “That’s not a thing.”


  “It could be a thing.”


  “This is a crazy idea.”


  “Who you calling crazy, sitting next to me, driving me there?”


  Liam smiles what I like to think is his happy smile, and I feel like mission accomplished already. I can’t think of the last time we were alone like this, spending the day driving somewhere. It’s a beautiful day out, crisp and fresh, the sun high in the sky. You forget, living in the city, what the air can smell like, how clean it can be. How green the trees are when they’re not covered in a film of dust and grime.


  I watch Liam drive, his hands sure on the wheel, the route memorized. No GPS or Google Maps for him.


  He glances at me, catching me looking. “What makes you think she’s crossed paths with the other Jessica?”


  “I have a feeling.”


  “That’s it?”


  “She’s only lived in Wilmington for two years, and you said she works at the elementary school as a librarian. But that woman in Chicago said that she’d come into some money, and that’s why she quit her teaching job there and moved away. I googled her and found a story in the local paper about her, you know, one of those ‘Let’s meet our new neighbor’ sort of things, saying that she’d won the lottery. So, if she has money, why’s she working in an elementary school library?”


  “Maybe she likes kids. Or was bored.”


  “Or maybe Jessica Two stole all her money, so that’s why she has to work.”


  “That’s a stretch.”


  “Don’t be so negative.”


  I fiddle with the radio until I find a good station. Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers twenty-four seven. Liam nods in approval.


  “What’s your plan?” he asks. “For when we get there?”


  “Ring her doorbell until she lets me in?”


  “And then?”


  “Get her to tell me if she’s met Jessica Two?”


  “And if she has?”


  “We’ll put our heads together and pool what we know, so we can track her down.”


  “How, though?”


  “I haven’t worked everything out yet.”


  He stares at the road, saying nothing. We pass a sign for the Catskills, and I wonder if Liam notices, but he doesn’t say anything.


  “You don’t think this is going to work?” I ask.


  “Truth be told, I doubt anything’s going to come of it.”


  “Why agree to come along, then?”


  “I thought it would distract you, give you something else to focus on besides all that job stuff.”


  I’m touched, truly, but it’s best not to let him see that.


  “Wait, wait, wait. Hold up. Is Liam Davis confessing to deceiving me?”


  “I wouldn’t call it a full-scale deception.”


  “Semantics.”


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s fine. It’s what I was going to do anyway. But thank you.”


  “For what?”


  “For coming along.”


  “You don’t care that I think there’s no point to this?”


  “Nope. I’m still nercited.”


  Two hours later, I’m less nercited and more plain nervous, anxiety about what’s coming up soon on the road pushing past the adrenaline. The sugar high has worn off, and we’re in a zone on the highway past Albany where there’s intermittent cell reception. Even the radio went fuzzy and then silent.


  “Do you have a girlfriend?” I ask Liam.


  “Where did that come from?”


  “Just making conversation.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Well, do you?”


  “Not at the moment, no.”


  “But you have, right?”


  “What are you asking me, Jessica?”


  I bite the corner of my thumb where it meets the nail. “I was just sifting through stuff in my mind, and it occurred to me that I’ve never met one of your girlfriends. Why is that?”


  “I like to keep my personal life and my professional life separate.”


  “Ouch.”


  His hands squeeze the wheel. “I didn’t mean it like . . . I’m sure you’ve had plenty of boyfriends that you haven’t introduced to me.”


  “No one special.”


  “So, Pete was special?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  Liam shakes his head. “You know I care about you. About all of you.”


  “I know. Forget I brought it up, okay?”


  We’re silent for a few minutes. Then, it happens: we pass the first exit for Schroon, a place I know too well and never intended to come back to. I can feel myself shrinking, folding into myself, as a deeper kind of silence descends in the car, one created by the memories that are rushing past like the pine trees. Without a word, or even a sound, Liam reaches over and takes my hand. I clutch it, weaving my fingers through his, letting the warmth sink in. I look away from the road and hold my breath until that exit and the next are in the rearview.


  Eventually, I let go. I lower the window and fold my arms on the sill. I feel the wind in my hair and breathe in that smell of loamy earth. The smell of home. The only home I knew.


  “What was the reason,” I say to Liam, “that you spoke to me that day at the market?”


  “What’s that?”


  “September 15, 2007, at 11:28 a.m. The Schroon Lake Farmers’ Market. You came up to me. Not Kiki or Sarah or Hughie. Me. Why?”


  I’m not making up the time. I remember everything about that day. The late-summer sun on my neck. The scratchy fabric of the dress I was wearing, what we called a “civilian dress,” one of the few I had for when we left the compound because a group of teenagers in Scout uniforms and Park Ranger outfits would’ve set off alarm bells even in that sleepy town. There was a battery-powered clock on the wall behind the cashier. I was holding a ripe tomato and trying to resist the temptation to eat it right there like an apple.


  Then I heard his voice.


  “You were alone,” Liam says now in the car.


  “Well, that’s crushing.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  We pass a field of cows. The smell of their manure tickles my nose. “What, then?”


  “I went to that farmers’ market every weekend that summer, waiting for a chance to speak to you. But you were never alone.”


  “Travel in twos,” I say in a monotone. “It keeps away the blues.”


  “That’s the worst Toddism ever.”


  “Right? Anyway, I was alone this time?”


  “You were. I watched you get out of the van, and you made a beeline for the tomato stand. So, I took a chance, and it worked out.”


  “Why me, though? Why not the others?”


  “You were someone I could save.”


  He’s holding something back, I know, but I decide to let it lie.


  “You were brave,” he says. “You are still.”


  “I hope so.”


  Now we’re going through one of those granite canyons they carved out when they built the highway. Water runs down the rocks, and it smells like the beginning of time.


  “I never asked you—why were you so hell-bent on saving people from the LOT in the first place? I mean, saving people is kind of your thing, but there are so many choices.”


  “You remember my cousin, Aaron?”


  I sit back in my seat. “Not that well, to be honest. They kept the boys and the girls pretty separate, even in the Upper Camp. And his parents were very close to Todd, like Covington’s parents. He didn’t have to spend much time up there with us.”


  In truth, many of us kind of hated Aaron, or the idea of him at least. He’d seemed too pious, so devoted to the cause. There was speculation that Todd was grooming him to be his second in command and eventual successor, though the idea of the Land of Todd after Todd wasn’t ever something that was discussed. Because Todd was going to live forever.


  So said Todd.


  “He was never the same after I helped get him and his parents out of there.”


  “What happened between them and Todd, anyway? They were so tight with him.”


  Liam grips the wheel harder, like he’s trying to strangle it. “Todd . . . wasn’t right.”


  “We all knew that.”


  “I mean, he wasn’t right with Aaron.”


  Despite everything I went through, this shocks me. “I didn’t know.”


  “I’ve never told anyone. Todd destroyed that kid.” His voice is tight and filled with emotion, like mine gets when I’m on the verge of tears. I’ve never seen Liam even come close to crying, though. My hatred of Todd deepens, and I’m so glad he’s dead, it feels wrong.


  He clears his throat. “Anyway, when my aunt and uncle found out, they knew they had to get Aaron away from there. So, they found a way to contact me and I came to get them. Afterward, I worked with Aaron, trying to help him get back on his feet. He had this . . . not quite a list, but other kids that he’d talk about. Kids he thought Todd liked too much. I couldn’t let anyone else go through that.”


  “Was I on the list?” I ask.


  “Yes.”


  The cheese crackers I ate earlier rise like bile in my throat. Even though I knew about Todd’s plans for me, there’s something worse about knowing that others could see it too. That I didn’t only imagine that my parents had turned the other way. That everyone in the LOT had.


  “So, you were looking for me.”


  “Yes, but Aaron’s descriptions weren’t much to go on. Pretty girl with light-brown hair—that applied to more than one of you.”


  It was true that there was a bland sameness to many of us, especially those of us who were related. By the end, more than half of us were tied by blood in some way or another. Aaron was different, though. He looked like the movie-star version of Liam, and those good looks were part of the reason we hated him.


  “How come Aaron has never hung out with the rest of us survivors?”


  “He didn’t make it.”


  My own selfishness sickens me. How did I not know this? How could I never have asked before? I turn back to the open window. If I breathe deeply enough and concentrate on a single point, I may not puke.


  “I’m sorry, Liam. And I feel like a complete shit for never asking you about it until now.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “No, it’s not.”


  I reach out and place my hand over his on the gearshift. I squeeze it hard, then release.


  “He couldn’t take it out here in the real world, but you did. Cov, Miller, and Daisy did. The others.”


  “You saved a lot of us.”


  “Not enough.”


  That’s how I feel also, but I don’t blame Liam for that. I search for the words to comfort him, to change the mood back to what it was a couple of hours ago when we first left the confines of New York and all there was in front of us was possibilities. But before I can put the words together, my phone buzzes.


  I take it out of my bag. Jessie’s written me back on Facebook. I open the message.


  I heard you were asking about me. What’s this about?


  My fingers tingle in excitement as I tap out a reply. Did you get my DM? Can I come see you?


  I got it. What for?


  I want to talk about what happened to me. Did it happen to you too?


  There’s a pause. She’s writing something, then stops. Writing again.


  It won’t do any good.


  Can we discuss it in person and then we’ll see?


  Another long pause.


  Fine.


  I smile as I close my phone. “We have contact.”


  Chapter 8


  The Third Jessica


  “Contact?” Liam asks as he pushes his aviators onto his head, his eyes squinting against the sun.


  “With Jessica Three. She’s agreed to meet me.”


  “Jessica Three?”


  “You know, the one in Wilmington who we’re driving to see? I find it’s easier to refer to us like that.”


  “I thought you said her name was Jessie.”


  “Yeah, so?”


  “I would’ve thought that you, of all people, wouldn’t be so cavalier with people’s names.”


  “A name is a name is a name.”


  Another Toddism has Liam shaking his head. “Okay, I deserved that. But that’s your one free pass for the day.”


  “We’ll see.”


  The last time I was in Wilmington, it was a run-down town with a Santa’s Workshop near Whiteface Mountain. My parents took me there once before Todd moved the kids up the hill. It still fits that description. Many of the houses are falling apart, with rusted-out trucks littering the lawn, and the motel we pass where Liam mentions that he’s reserved a room has definitely seen better days. But there’s a fancy chocolate shop now, and cute decorated roadside stands where you can buy firewood. When we turn down the dirt road Jessie lives on, I catch a glimpse of several large houses with high peaked roofs and walls of windows facing the ski hill.


  We pass a short woman with brown hair tucked into a baseball cap who’s running on the road. Liam slows down to give her a wide berth. A minute later, we arrive at our destination.


  Jessie’s house is surprisingly large and imposing, a timber-frame with gray cladding and the requisite tall windows facing the hill. There’s a perennial garden in the front yard full of daffodils and tulips that dance in the pleasant breeze. The lawn is freshly cut, and the box hedge along one side of the house is neatly manicured. Despite this, the house has a deserted air, even though there’s a car, a dark-blue hybrid, in the driveway.


  We get out of the car. Crickets grind in the air, and somewhere in the thick wood behind the house, a woodpecker taps at a tree.


  I ring the front doorbell, but no one answers. There’s no shifting presence inside. Even though Jessie is expecting us, I didn’t give her a precise ETA.


  “We should’ve called ahead,” Liam says.


  “Ha, ha. I did, dummy.” I wave my phone at him.


  “Maybe she changed her mind.”


  “Yeah, maybe.”


  “Looking for me?” a woman’s voice says behind us. It’s the jogger we passed a few moments ago.


  I feel that prick of excitement again. “Jessie?”


  “Jessica?”


  “Yes.”


  “And this is?”


  “Oh, Liam. He’s with me.”


  She looks at him nervously.


  “Don’t worry,” I say. “He’s harmless.”


  “What do you want?”


  “I’d like to know what happened to you.”


  Jessie approaches us cautiously, her eyes shifting from me to Liam and back again. There’s a sheen of sweat on her forehead. “Why should I trust you?”


  “She took your money, didn’t she?” I say. “Jessica Williams?”


  Jessie closes her eyes for a moment, perhaps wishing us away.


  “Yes,” she says finally, then opens her eyes. “You’d better come in.”


  Inside, Jessie offers us water and asks for ten minutes to clean herself up. She takes eight and returns in a loose pair of boyfriend jeans and a screen-printed T-shirt with the New York skyline on it. Her hair is scraped back, revealing a high forehead and watery blue eyes. Like me, she’s not wearing any makeup. About five feet tall in her bare feet, she looks to be about my age, which, of course, she is.


  She pours herself a glass of water from the tap and sits down across from us, tucking her legs under herself in a lotus-like position. She holds her glass of water as if she might lose her grip on it.


  “How did you find me?”


  I decide to leave Liam and his background favors out of it. “I put up this post on Facebook, and two of your friends tagged you in it. When I reached out to them after you didn’t answer my message, they told me where you lived.”


  “Friends! Sure.”


  We wait for her to say more. It’s a technique Liam taught me years ago—wait for someone to fill the silence when you want to get information out of them. Sometimes the questions in their minds are larger than the ones you might ask.


  “It was Leanne, wasn’t it? That’s who you talked to?”


  “That’s right.”


  She makes a small noise of disgust. “The town gossip.”


  “All small towns have them.”


  “Yeah, that’s true. But she . . . likes to stir up trouble.”


  “Oh?”


  She looks out the window. Some of the trees have grown up and obscured the view of the hill. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but . . . a couple of years back, when I moved here, she had me over to some Welcome Neighbor thing. I guess it’s a big deal when a new person moves to Wilmington. Anyway, most of the town turned up, but it wasn’t welcoming at all. It was like . . . You know those super friendly people who are kind of rotten underneath?”


  “Sure,” I say. “I’ve met people like that.”


  More techniques from Liam. Agree with whatever someone says when you’re interrogating them because it creates intimacy.


  “They’re horrible,” I add. “Leanne was like that?”


  “Yeah. She didn’t want to get to know me, not me me—none of them did. They wanted to know about me, to inspect me. And when I didn’t want to share, well, she turned kind of nasty.”


  “What’d she do?” Liam asks in a gentle tone.


  “This rumor started . . . God, it sounds so weird to even say it out loud, but it was this stupid thing about how I was a witch, or a Wiccan, running some secret coven up here. I found out about it at the library where I work. The kids would whisper when they saw me, and some of the younger ones even started crying during this reading exercise.” She shrugs. “I was reading Dr. Seuss.”


  “You don’t look like a witch,” I say, smiling, trying to defuse the tension. She looks more like a bird. Thin, small, and jittery, as if she might take flight at any moment.


  “Why do you think she did it?” Liam asks. He’s leaning forward, reducing the space between them. Another way to create intimacy.


  “Who knows. To run me out of town, I guess, once she knew I wasn’t going to fund the new covered bridge over the river.”


  “I feel like I’m missing a few pieces,” Liam says.


  She blinks slowly. “Because I wouldn’t use the money to do it . . .”


  “The money?”


  “That I won. In the lottery.” She looks back and forth between our puzzled faces. “She didn’t tell you?”


  I answer her, feigning ignorance. “She just said that you lived here and were a bit . . . private.”


  “Oh. I assumed she’d told you the whole story. Her side of it, anyway.”


  She looks into her water glass, clearly regretting her confidences. She puts it down.


  “No, she didn’t say anything,” I say. “But don’t worry. You can trust us.”


  “That’s what she said.”


  She looks up. Her eyes are brimming with tears.


  Liam leaves the couch and sits on the coffee table in front of her. He reaches out and takes her hands in his. She startles but doesn’t pull back.


  “Are you talking about Jessica?” he asks.


  “Yes.”


  “I call her Jessica Two,” I say, feeling a stab of jealousy.


  She breaks Liam’s gaze to look at me. “Which would make me?”


  “Jessica Three. Sorry, I know it’s probably annoying.”


  She nods almost imperceptibly.


  “Will you tell us how it happened?” Liam asks, bringing her focus back to him.


  “Okay.”


  Jessie tells us her story with Liam’s gentle prompting.


  She was born in rural Illinois, but she was working as a teacher in a suburb outside Chicago when she won a million dollars in the state lottery. It was the one silly thing she did every week, she said, playing the lottery.


  “It’s hopeful,” Liam says. “That’s why people play.”


  “Is it?”


  “It’s about fantasy. Dreaming. What could be if only money wasn’t a factor.”


  “Yes, I suppose that’s right. Anyway, then I won.”


  “That’s amazing,” I say.


  “It wasn’t like I won the Powerball or anything, and with the taxes . . . But it meant that if I was careful, I could leave teaching, which I hated, and take a bit of time to figure out what I wanted to do next. I started looking for a place to buy up here because I’d visited the area once as a child, and it’s so close to the mountains. I always wanted to live in the mountains.”


  “It’s beautiful,” I say, though I hate the Adirondacks.


  “Yeah. And I got this house for almost nothing.”


  “This house?” I say, looking around. The beam work alone must’ve cost a small fortune.


  She follows my eyes around the room. The number 2008 is carved into a large beam above the exit to the patio, the year it was built, presumably. “I got it in a divorce. They had to get rid of it quickly. I was in the right place at the right time with a cash offer.”


  “So, you moved here?”


  “Yes, two years ago.”


  “What happened then?” Liam asks.


  “Besides being labeled a witch?”


  Liam smiles and nods. She has trouble taking her eyes off him. I know what that feels like. “Besides that.”


  “There was some press when I won. Local teacher wins the lottery, that sort of stuff. Then the letters started.”


  “Letters?” I ask.


  “Begging letters. All lottery winners get them, I’ve heard. Can you please donate to this charity? I’m down on my luck. I’m your long-lost cousin. That sort of thing. Mostly, I ignored them.”


  “I’d do the same.”


  “I did make a contribution to the American Cancer Society.”


  I nod. “They do good work.”


  She looks away. “Then, after I moved here, I got a different kind of letter. It was from this . . . I guess you’d call it a support group?”


  “For lottery winners?”


  “Yeah. I know it sounds sort of hokey, but I was feeling pretty isolated.”


  “What did the letter say?”


  “It was an invitation to a conference in Denver. I’d never been there.”


  “Was there a conference?” Liam asks.


  “No, it was all a lie. I only found that out after.”


  Jessie’s flexing her fingers back and forth, as if she has arthritis. Her nails are short and chipped.


  “What happened, Jessie?”


  “I had a connecting flight in Minneapolis. While I was waiting, someone called for Jessica Williams to come to the service desk. When I went up there, she was there.”


  “Jessica Two?” I say.


  “Yeah.”


  “What did she look like?” Liam asks.


  “I mostly remember her red hair.”


  “Anything else? Height, weight?”


  “She was taller than me. Wearing a fancy black business suit and these super high heels.”


  “Confident? Pretty?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And she made the coincidence seem cool, right?” I say. “Like you were part of some club?”


  “That’s exactly what she did.”


  “How long did you talk to her for?”


  “She offered to buy me a drink because ‘How often do two Jessica Williamses meet?’”


  “Too often,” I say.


  “Seems like.”


  “So, you went.”


  “I don’t usually drink, but I did that day.”


  The woodpecker knocks loudly against a tree. Jessie turns to look out the window to the deck, maybe seeking him out.


  “Was she drinking scotch?” I ask.


  “What? Oh yes. She was.”


  “And you?”


  She turns back to me. “She ordered me something called a French seventy-five. Because I had to try it, apparently.”


  My brain tosses up the recipe from when I worked as a bartender for a catering company when I was in school. Sparkling wine, gin, lemon syrup. A deceptively strong drink. Especially for someone who isn’t used to drinking. The drinking is part of her MO, clearly, and for good reason. People open up more when they drink and are less likely to remember the fine details.


  “Then what?”


  “We talked a bit, about this and that. And we played that game, of course. How she got my information.”


  “Jessica Williams Twenty Questions?”


  She shakes her head. “I can’t believe I fell for that.”


  “You weren’t the only one.”


  “Then I went to get on my plane, and I only realized once I was on it that I’d left my phone behind.”


  “She took it?”


  “I think so.”


  “How did she unlock it?”


  “My password was lazy.”


  “Your birthday?”


  “Yes.”


  “What happened when you got to Denver?” Liam asks.


  She lets out a long, slow breath. “There was supposed to be someone to pick me up. Someone from the conference. But there was no one there. I didn’t have my phone, so I couldn’t call anyone. I found one of those airport computers, but then I realized I couldn’t pay for it because my wallet was missing, too, with all my money and ID and bank cards. Eventually, someone was nice enough to pay for me to have a few minutes on the internet, and I looked the conference up and I couldn’t find anything other than the website I’d looked at before. It didn’t exist.”


  “She sent you the letter and made a fake website,” I say.


  “I think so.”


  “How did you get home?” Liam asks.


  “I called my old boss from Chicago, and she faxed airport security the information from my personnel file. You can’t imagine how hard it was to get them to believe me when I didn’t have any ID.”


  “You couldn’t ask your family for help?” Liam asks.


  “My parents are dead, and I don’t have any siblings.”


  It’s a terrible story, but believable, given what I know. I try to imagine how I might react in the same situation. Anger, fear, loneliness. Mostly anger, I’m guessing. But I’d also know that Liam would come to my rescue. There’s security in that, which I take for granted.


  “And then what happened?” Liam asks.


  “I confirmed what I already knew. She’d gone to the bank and taken out all my money.”


  “Because she had your wallet.”


  “Yeah, and her driver’s license, which she showed me, which said we had the same name and birthday. My account information, my passwords, they were all in my phone.”


  Liam speaks with a bit more urgency. “She went into the bank?”


  “I wasn’t signed up for internet banking. I don’t like doing much online.”


  “There must’ve been security footage, then.”


  “There was. The bank pulled it and gave it to the cops. They didn’t care. One of them even said it could’ve been me, dressed up, taking my own money.”


  “Why would you do that?” Liam asks.


  “That’s what I said. And you know what the cop said? He said, there’s all kinds of criminals in the world. Smart, dumb, and somewhere in between. Apparently, people do this sort of thing to try to get the insurance money. You know, how the bank has coverage on your accounts for fraud?”


  “My cop said something similar,” I say. “Plus, I got told I was a low priority.”


  “They said that too.”


  “She took everything?” Liam asks, keeping us on track.


  “Pretty much. I filed for the insurance, but I was denied. I have the house. And I was lucky enough to get a job at the local school, not teaching, but at least it puts food on the table.”


  “It’s not what you fantasized about,” I say.


  “Not by a long shot.”


  “And that gossip, Leanne—she knew about this?”


  “Her husband is one of the policemen in town. I guess he told her, because she started saying things about how I could apply for”—she raises a hand and half covers her mouth—“food stamps. I thought what I told the police would be kept confidential.”


  “It should have been,” Liam says.


  “Thank you for telling us all this,” I say.


  “Is it going to help?”


  “Maybe. We know something more now, anyway.”


  “What do you know?”


  Liam summarizes. “That she’s done this more than once. That she targets Jessica Williamses for some reason. That she’s organized, smart, skilled with people. That her ID is good enough to fool a bank. She’s very good at disguises and also a risk taker, confident she won’t get caught. If you still have the pictures of her, then we can add it to the ones we have and see what other points of commonality we can find.”


  “What are you going to do with all that information?”


  “We have enough to go back to the cops,” Liam says.


  Jessie shakes her head vigorously. “No, it’s not going to make a difference with them. This happening to more than one person? It sounds even crazier than my original story. They’ll end up telling Leanne and all them about it, and then there’ll be more stuff in the papers about me. More reasons to treat me like an outcast. I don’t want that. I just want to be anonymous.”


  “Don’t you want your money back?” I ask.


  “You think I’m going to get my money back if she goes to jail?”


  “Depends on how good she is at hiding it.”


  “She’s a professional. Isn’t that what you said?”


  Jessie’s up and pacing now; I can almost hear her heart beating from here as I watch a pulse throb in her neck.


  “Please don’t take this to the police,” she says. “Please.”


  “Hey,” Liam says in a soothing voice. “Don’t worry. We won’t do anything you don’t want.”


  Jessie looks at me for confirmation.


  “We won’t. Besides, I have a different idea, personally.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Catch her.”


  Chapter 9


  In the Land of Todd


  “This whole menu is screwed up,” I say to Liam an hour later. We’re ensconced in the A&W in town, sitting on the back porch under an awning that blocks out the suddenly hot sun. He ordered the Papa burger. I rebelled and ordered the Teen. “Why does the Grandpa burger have three patties? And the Mama burger doesn’t have lettuce or tomato? Or bacon? I bet a lot of mothers like bacon.”


  “Just order what you want.”


  “I did. But this menu is pure patriarchy. What if you’re not a mama or a papa? This is a good way to make people feel bad about themselves.”


  “I think we’re going to feel bad enough about ourselves if we eat everything we ordered.”


  I pat him on the hand. “Poor Papa.”


  “Ha. That would be something.”


  “You’d make a great dad. I mean, you basically are a dad already.”


  “To a bunch of grown-up children?”


  “That’s right. You adopted all of us.”


  “I’m not your father.”


  Something in his tone reminds me that I don’t want him to be. I change topics. “So, what did you think of her? Jessica Three. You certainly were friendly. I think she’s half in love with you already.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Is it so ridiculous?”


  “As you very well know, I was being friendly to get her to open up. And it worked.”


  “You were holding her hands.”


  “I was calming her down.”


  I look away. Two large motorcycles roar into the parking lot. Their drivers are all in black leather and have matching long beards.


  “She’s a bit strange, though,” Liam says. “And scared of the cops, for some reason.”


  “Maybe she doesn’t want to be treated like a hysterical woman again. It wasn’t that fun when it happened to me.”


  “I think it’s something else. You check her story out?”


  “Like I said in the car, I googled her when you sent me the info. She definitely worked at an elementary school in Chicago; I found an article about the school play that she was mentioned in. And then the article in the local paper about her when she moved to the area.”


  “Wonder what it is, then?”


  The server brings our burgers, and for a few minutes we eat silently, filling up on empty calories. I try to remember how old I was when I came here with my parents. Five? Four? Not long before we were frog-marched up the hill. That’s why they brought me, I think. A last treat.


  “Maybe she has something in her past,” I say. “There’s lots of people who aren’t comfortable around the police. It doesn’t matter to me. She met Jessica Two; that’s what’s important. Especially if she can find those photographs.”


  “We should go to the cops.”


  I sit back and look at him. He’s got some ketchup in the corner of his mouth. I have a sudden urge to reach across and wipe it away, which I quash.


  “Since when has that been your modus operandi,” I say instead, “Mr. kidnapper extraordinaire?”


  He wipes his mouth with a napkin. “I never kidnapped anyone.”


  “Todd would’ve begged to differ.”


  “I rescued you.”


  “I know you did. I’m just saying, coloring inside the lines isn’t usually your thing. Or going to the authorities.”


  He raises his drink to his lips, taking a long slug of his root beer through his straw. Mine’s so sweet it’s making my teeth hurt.


  “You’re right,” he says. “But this feels different.”


  “The only thing that’s different is that this is my operation, not yours.”


  “I’ll accept that.”


  “You will?”


  “You’re an adult. You can make your own decisions.”


  “Or mistakes.”


  “That too.”


  I take a large bite of my burger. It might be a sexist establishment, but its product is delicious.


  “This burger is pretty amazing.”


  Liam smiles at me. “You got some . . .” He motions to his face. I reach for a napkin and try to clean myself off.


  “Here,” Liam says, taking it from me. He reaches across the picnic table and wipes gently at my chin. I can feel myself blushing and look down at the table to avoid eye contact.


  “That’s better.”


  “Thank you.”


  I pick up some fries and resolve to eat them more daintily.


  “I’ll tell you one thing, though,” Liam says. “This Jessica Two, or whoever she is, is pretty lucky. You having money, this one too . . . you worked out the odds on that?”


  “She’s pretty patient, right? Two years between jobs. And maybe she has a string of aliases that she uses in the same way, waiting for the perfect moment. Until she gets a Google Alert telling her that someone she can approach is flush. And from what we know, she’s done well, but it’s not like she’s hit some massive jackpot.”


  “How much did she get from you?”


  I finished off my burger. Equal parts beef and salt, and probably lots of sulfites. I banish the thought.


  “Enough. And don’t give me a lecture. The money was in that account because I was going to invest it like a real grown-up person who doesn’t keep their money in cash and hide it in their mattress.”


  “Did I say anything?”


  “You didn’t have to. You think Jessie will come through with the photos?”


  Liam stands, lifting his tray to take it to the trash. “I don’t think she’s going to do anything.”


  “Let’s give her some time to think about it. At least until tomorrow.”


  “All right. That gives us the afternoon, anyway.”


  “To do what?”


  “You’ll see.”


  Something about the look in his eyes makes my blood run cold. “It’s not what I think it is, is it?”


  He says nothing, so now I know for certain.


  We’re going back to Schroon.


  Schroon is the town I escaped from. Where my aunt, whose birth name was Caroline, but who went by Tanya then, because all adult Toddians were expected to adopt a T name, had taken me to buy a “pretty dress,” she said. “Something that will look nice in a photograph.”


  There were so many confusing things about that sentence. Girls in the Land of Todd didn’t wear dresses, only uniforms—Girl Scouts when younger, and secondhand Park Service outfits when older. I didn’t even know if anyone had ever taken my photograph; Todd was against cameras because they were a way to spy on you and created “evidence” that could be misconstrued. The one exception was the Wall of Honor—a line of photographs of Todd with his “special recruits” on their eighteenth birthdays that hung on the wall in the Gathering Place. That wall fascinated us when we were small and was a place to be avoided when we were older.


  The photographs were mostly of Todd with girls, but sometimes boys, often with a cake with many candles. I never thought much about them when I was younger. They were weird, for sure, but everything in the LOT was weird. We knew this even though most of us had never known anything different. But, odd as those photographs were, they never had anything to do with me because if I thought about it at all, I guess I always assumed that I’d never end up there. That if it was a place of honor, it belonged to Kiki.


  Kiki—named after how she pronounced her middle name when she was two—was the golden child. Long, perfectly spun sunshiny hair. Clear blue eyes and excellent posture. We were as close as sisters, and yet we wouldn’t be allowed to share a house when we turned eighteen. She was sharing with Sarah, the other girl our age. I’d be the odd woman out, even though we’d asked to be housed together. But it wasn’t to be. Instead, I was the one whose mother wouldn’t look her in the eye when she talked up the virtues of living alone “most of the time.” Shivers.


  Even before Todd took an interest in me, I’d thought about escaping from the LOT off and on for years. I’d listened to those rumors about “Liam,” the ghost who came to rescue you if you wished it hard enough. A specter who appeared when you needed him most. If you turned around three times at midnight and clicked your heels together under a new moon, he might come and get you. Sarah knew for sure that this was how Aaron had escaped, only he’d screwed up the spell and his parents had disappeared too.


  I didn’t believe in spells, but after that day at the farmers’ market, I knew Liam was real. I told Kiki about him at the first opportunity, but she refused to leave with me. So I was on my own. I spent that winter working out the details of my plan over and over, waiting for an opportunity. When Tanya told me she was taking me to town, I was happy despite the underlying unease related to the reason for the visit. Sitting next to her in the van, I tried to memorize the turns as if I’d be driving them. Right, right, left, then a long stretch . . .


  The store she took me to was out of date and out of the way. There was one older woman at the cash register and dust flashing in the sunbeam that cut through the front windows. I took the white dresses Tanya handed me and willed her with a look not to follow me into the dressing room. I hung the dresses on the hook, then slipped out the emergency exit before I had time to talk myself out of it. I rushed down the street to the coffee shop Liam had told me about, one who’d know what to do if a scared girl came in unexpectedly asking to use the phone. I dialed Liam’s number, and he thankfully picked up immediately. We made a quick plan for a week ahead, the day I’d be moving down the mountain. Then I ran back to the store, grabbed the dresses from the changing room, and told my aunt that either of them was fine, she could choose.


  I’d been away for five minutes.


  What did she make of the beads of sweat on my brow? She was too guilty to notice, I thought. Or she’d mastered the art of looking away, because that was how you survived in the LOT.


  Looking right at things was discouraged.


  The LOT has shrunk in the intervening years. As we walk around the dilapidated compound, I’m shocked at how quickly we canvass what once seemed vast: the Gathering Place, Todd’s house, my parents’ cottage, where I was supposed to live. There’s still half a dock on the small lake we used to jump into on winter mornings to cleanse ourselves of our desires. “When you plunge into the cool,” Todd used to say, wrapped in a fur coat that looked like it belonged to a Muscovite, “you have no choice but to forget everything else. There’s nothing but yourself and your survival. Hold on to that feeling and you’ll be invincible.”


  I move instinctually, Liam following me, letting me set the pace. I’ve been back here since I ran away, but I had things on my mind other than a trip down memory lane. Like Todd said, I’d been dipped into the cool, and I was trying to hold on to the feeling.


  The hike up to the Upper Camp is steep—I remember that right. I’m out of breath when we get to the small collection of cabins I spent my childhood in. The “school,” where we learned our odd lessons and ate our meals. The washstand, where we brushed our teeth outside in all weathers. The girls’ bunks and the boys’ bunks.


  The guardhouse.


  I open the door to the girls’ bunks. The roof is half–caved in.


  “Careful,” Liam says.


  “It’ll be all right.”


  I walk into the dark wooden structure. It smells of rot and decay. A mouse scurries across the floor. I suppress a yelp.


  My bunk was at the back, above Kiki’s. My initials are carved into the beam, but Kiki was too afraid to do that. She didn’t want to get in trouble. I didn’t either, but I didn’t think I would. That was how we were different. She let fear in, anticipated it, even. I tried to keep it at bay by ignoring the obvious realities.


  I look down at her bunk. I don’t have to close my eyes to remember her lying there in a rough muslin nightgown like something Laura Ingalls Wilder might have worn. Her hair was always pleated into a tight braid that looked as if it hurt her head, but she took it out for sleeping. She’d make me brush it a hundred times, though I never understood why. It was perfect whether she did anything to it or not.


  I told her I was leaving that last night I spent here, my bags all packed with my meager belongings to move down the hill. She was moving down also, but not moving on. I’d asked her again and again to come with me, but she’d always refused, her fear holding her in place.


  “What will you do?” she asked. “Where will you go?”


  “Anything and anywhere. It has to be better than here.”


  “They won’t accept you.”


  “So Todd says.”


  Kiki sucked in her breath. Questioning Todd was an offense that brought on the highest punishment—banishment to the Back Forest. Kiki was terrified of the place even before we were forced to spend a week there for punishment. It was claustrophobic and terrible, and the thought of being there for any length of time was more than enough to keep her in line.


  “Jess!”


  I slipped down off my bunk and broke another rule. I climbed into Kiki’s bunk and hugged her close. “I’m not going to tell you anything else because I don’t want you to get into trouble, but if you want to leave, anytime, find a way to call this number.” I whispered it into her ear and then traced it on her palm over and over again until she nodded that she had it memorized. “It’s for Liam. He can save you.”


  Kiki pushed me away and turned onto her side. I didn’t take it personally. She was afraid for me and for herself. Despite the nightgown, she wasn’t a pioneer. She wanted stability, rules, predictability. But those things were already slipping away. Todd wasn’t Todd anymore. Maybe he’d never been, and our parents had simply participated in some mass hallucination about sunshine and rainbows and good pot. When the smoke cleared, all that was left were weird rules and unhappy children and adults who looked like they wanted to talk in whispers while checking over their shoulders that they weren’t being spied on, but somehow never did.


  Right before it started to get light outside, I dressed in a pair of Park Ranger pants and a heavy flannel shirt I’d lifted from the boys’ laundry and tucked my hair into a baseball cap. Then I scurried down the hill with my duffel bag on my back, on past the small sleeping houses, out to the road where Liam was waiting.


  “Why did you bring me here?” I ask Liam when I step out of the cabin into the half light of the woods.


  “Unfinished business.”


  “We all have that.”


  “Some more than most. I could sense it when we drove past here earlier . . .”


  “I had a moment. That’s all.”


  “Are you sure? Because it’s perfectly normal to have feelings about being raised in a place like this, and we’ve never talked about everything that happened after Todd died.”


  I slap on a smile. Everything that happened after Todd died isn’t something I want to talk about with anyone, even Liam.


  “I’m not . . . I’m not holding on to anything here, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


  Liam’s face is in shadow, but I know how he looks. “And yet, you stole that article.”


  “I did.”


  “That’s all you have to say?”


  I can’t look Liam in the eye. “If I explained it, would it make a difference?”


  “It might.”


  “I doubt it,” I say.


  Liam watches me for a moment. “Was that guy harassing you?”


  “Of course he was. You think I faked the emails?”


  “You never said.”


  “I don’t tell you everything.”


  “We’re supposed to share the big stuff.”


  I feel a prick of anger. “I made a mistake, Liam. People make mistakes. And yeah, I was losing my job, and I was going to be left with nothing, so I played a card I’d been holding. And if it was wrong, I’m being punished for that, aren’t I? The money’s gone. That should make you happy.”


  “It doesn’t.”


  “So why are you accusing me of . . . what? Being like Todd? Taking my moral cues from a sociopath?”


  “I never said—”


  “You definitely implied.”


  Liam runs his hands through his hair and looks away. It’s always so complicated between us. He’s too many things to me. Brother, mentor, father, savior, and not the thing I want most.


  “I want you to be well,” he says.


  “I’m working on it.”


  I stand next to him and we turn to face the downslope of the hill. Schroon Lake glints at our feet.


  “You don’t have to worry about me so much,” I say. “I’m doing okay.”


  “If you say so.”


  “I do.”


  “Can I give you one piece of advice?” Liam asks.


  “Sure.”


  “Whatever you’re holding on to, and I know it’s something even if I don’t know what it is, let it go.”


  I look out over the view. I remember too many things, but mostly I remember what I can’t forget.


  “I will,” I say, the lie slipping easily through my teeth. “Thus endeth the lesson.”


  Chapter 10


  One More for Good Measure


  When we get back to the motel, there’s a surprise waiting for us.


  We’d stopped at the store to get food we could eat in the room for dinner, and then the liquor store because all I wanted for dinner was whiskey. I felt dirty after visiting the Land of Todd. Twenty minutes under a hot spray and then three fingers of Canadian Club sounded like a perfect evening.


  These plans get put aside when I open the door to our room and find an envelope from Jessie.


  “What’s that?” Liam asks as I pick up the manila envelope from the floor.


  The words I FOUND THEM are written across the front. We’d told her where we were staying in case she located the pictures from the bank. She’d given me a funny look when I’d said the words our motel room. I’d quickly explained that Liam was cheap, and that since we’d known each other so long we were more like brother and sister. Liam had frowned at that, which, frankly, gave me a bit of hope.


  I open the envelope and shake out a set of three photographs that are similar to the ones I got from the bank, only these are in color.


  “Pictures of Jessica Two,” I say.


  “Ah.”


  “You want to take a look?”


  “Sure.”


  “Drink?”


  “That too.”


  I put the bags on the shelf holding the TV and pull out the Canadian Club. There are two glasses in the bathroom that seem clean, but . . . “No ice,” I say to Liam.


  He’s sitting on the edge of one of the beds. It’s covered in a multicolored comforter that’s seen better days. The rug on the floor is another multicolored pattern, picked, I’m sure, for its capacity to hide stains. The furniture, such as it is, is laminated pine and probably was made before I was born.


  “I think I saw a machine next to reception,” I say to Liam.


  “Maybe later.”


  I screw the cap off and pour us each a drink. I hand Liam his, and down half of mine. It stings in the way I was hoping the shower would.


  “That’s the ticket.”


  Liam gives me a look, but I wave it away with the envelope. We move to the small round table in the corner. It has a lamp suspended over it that provides some faded light. The large window that looks out over the parking lot is covered in a slatted blind that Liam rolls up. It’s close to sunset, and the sky is pink and purple over the pine forest across the road.


  I place the photographs on the table one by one, then take out my own set from my bag.


  “This doesn’t even look like the same person,” I say.


  My Jessica Two has black hair that falls in a straight line to her chin. Her face looks narrow, her nose straight. She’s all angles. I remember thinking she was taller than I am, but we never stood next to one another. She wore heels and slim, fitted black pants. Her red lips and nails were the only other things that stood out.


  In contrast, Jessie’s photographs show a redheaded woman with long, wavy hair and a rounded face. Her clothes are loose, giving the impression of a plumper body underneath.


  “She’s good, I’ll give her that,” Liam says.


  “What am I missing?” I finish my drink. I’d love nothing more than to pour myself another one of equal strength, but I sense judgment from Liam, so I hold back.


  Liam points to how the woman in Jessie’s photographs and then mine is wearing her hair. “See here, you can’t see her ears in either photograph. Or her forehead.”


  “Why’s that important?”


  “It’s hard to change the shape of an ear, or where a natural hairline is.”


  “She was wearing earrings. Diamond studs, I think.”


  “That’s smart. It gives you something to focus on rather than their shape or other things like freckles or moles.”


  “What about the nose? Isn’t that hard to change?”


  Both of these women have straight noses, but one looks narrower than the other, and longer.


  “That’s easy to shade with makeup.”


  “How would she know how to do that?”


  “There’s lots of good tutorials on changing your face contours on YouTube.”


  “YouTube? You watch YouTube?”


  He gives me an exasperated look. “Everyone watches YouTube.”


  “Sure. YouTube, but not Facebook. Got it. And makeup tutorials, apparently. You were saying?”


  “I watch them for professional reasons. Anyway, if you take a look, you’ll get an idea of what you can do. Someone with skill can completely change their appearance.”


  “But what about things like height and weight?”


  “That can be adjusted with shoes, clothing, padding.”


  “Do you see any similarities?”


  He holds up the best picture of Jessica Two from my series and one from Jessie’s. “It’s a woman.”


  “Yeah, thanks, I could figure that out for myself.”


  “Don’t be so sure. She could’ve been a man.”


  I sit back in my chair. This has never occurred to me.


  “But you said she’s not.”


  “I don’t think so. The features are too fine. And see here?” He points to where Jessica Two is reaching toward the keypad in the ATM. “Her wrist is delicate. That’s another thing that’s hard to fake.”


  “So, a woman. Anything else?”


  “She probably is about your age, late twenties to early thirties. It’s hard to add more than four to six inches with shoes, so she’s between five feet and, say, five six. She’s white. She has light eyes since you said she did, and the redhead does, and colored contacts can only do so much. Given her wrists, she’s on the thin side, but I couldn’t say much more than that. I don’t think she has dark hair naturally—her brows aren’t dark enough. So, she likely has lighter hair, blonde or light brown.”


  “Not red?”


  “Strawberry blonde is possible, but she doesn’t seem to have any freckling on her arms or chest, which is definitely harder to cover up than most things, so probably not red hair.”


  “Not all redheads have freckles.”


  “I’m working on averages here.”


  A pickup truck rolls into the parking lot. There’s a pack of kids riding illegally on the flatbed, like a scene from The Outsiders. They jump out and pull out a cooler.


  “Tailgate party?” I say.


  “What?”


  “Check it out.”


  Liam looks out the window and winces.


  “Great location you picked here,” I say.


  “It’ll be fine.”


  “If you say so. Anyway, not much to go on. A light-haired and light-eyed girl around my age and my height and weight, give or take ten pounds. This could be me.”


  Liam’s eyes rest on mine. “Is it?”


  “What? No.”


  He laughs. “Gotcha.”


  “Not funny. But how did you know it wasn’t?”


  “Because of this,” he says, taking hold of my wrist and turning it over, then pushing up the long sleeves I almost always wear. I’ve got a bad scar on my wrist—a burn that travels across my tendons and is visibly raised from my skin. He traces it gently, then drops my arm quickly. I shift my arm up reflexively, holding it against my body.


  “You can see the underside of her wrist clearly in one of the photos,” he says. “It would be hard to cover up your scar with makeup.”


  It is hard to cover up. I gave up trying long ago.


  “So, Todd saved me from your suspicions. Thanks, Todd.”


  He turns away, and I know I’ve done it again.


  “I didn’t mean . . .”


  “It’s fine.”


  I reach out and touch his arm. “Hey, Liam. Thanks for today. All of it. I appreciate it.”


  “Even Schroon?”


  “Even Schroon.”


  He looks skeptical as he pats my hand, then stands. “We should eat, then get some sleep. Long drive tomorrow.”


  I agree because I’ve done enough damage.


  But I’m not going back tomorrow. I’m going forward.


  Hours later I’m lying in my bed, trying to ignore the full fucking party that’s going on in the parking lot. The level in the bottle of Canadian Club is lower, but if I drink any more I’m going to regret it in the morning. Liam went to sleep an hour ago after the baseball game finished (another loss), but I can’t help but ask.


  “You awake?”


  “Mmm.”


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s fine. I’m sleeping.”


  I stare at the ceiling, listening to his breathing. The scar on my wrist feels like it’s throbbing, but it’s not because it hurts. It’s because I want to get up and slip into the bed two feet away and throw caution to the wind. Peel my T-shirt over my head and let it drop to the floor. Rest my lips against his neck and throw my leg over his hip and . . . I’m starting to sweat. I have no idea how Liam would react to any of that, and my best guess is rejection, so I try to distract myself from the vivid fantasy in my brain by logging on to Facebook on my phone to see if there are any updates on my post.


  There’s nothing, but there is a message from someone named JJ.


  I saw your message. What do you want?


  I click through to her page. Her privacy settings are at the max, so all that’s there is a picture of her in a chef’s hat and her location: Philadelphia. I google: Philly, chef, JJ. A bunch of links come up, including several to YouTube videos.


  “Hey, Liam,” I say very quietly as I slip on my headphones and plug them into my phone. “I’m watching YouTube.”


  He doesn’t react. He probably can’t hear me over the thumping Ariana Grande.


  JJ’s a chef with a YouTube channel that has over a million followers. I watch one of her videos. She’s an army vet, and lost part of her left arm in combat, but she doesn’t let that stop her. She’s relentlessly positive and clearly loves what she’s doing. Eighteen months ago, there was a large profile on her in the Philadelphia Inquirer. All about how she’d become a successful YouTube star, with an annual revenue of over a million dollars.


  Uh-oh.


  I head back to Facebook and type: Is your name Jessica Williams?


  She reads and answers it quickly.


  Yes.


  Have you met someone else with the same name?


  Yes.


  Were you born on July 10, 1990?


  Again, yes. That’s what your message said.


  Why else would I write you?


  Just confirming.


  Well, it’s confirmed.


  Did this other JW steal your money?


  There’s a pause, then: Yes. You?


  Yes.


  When? she writes.


  Recently, I write. A couple of weeks ago. You?


  18 months, four days.


  Did you go to the police?


  Of course. They were useless.


  Same.


  I’m not going to them again, she writes.


  Me either.


  So why are you writing me, then?


  I have a plan.


  Oh?


  Yeah, but it’s . . . can we come see you?


  What do you mean, “we”?


  I found another Jessica.


  A long pause this time. Then: Okay. But please don’t tell anyone you’re coming.


  Why?


  She hasn’t been in touch with you?


  I think of the texts I sent to Jessica Two. She hasn’t responded yet. And maybe she won’t. I check my text threads to be sure. No answer. I text her again. I’m going to find you. I blame the Canadian Club.


  No, I write to JJ. She hasn’t been in touch.


  She will be.


  What did she do to you?


  It doesn’t matter. Just promise me you’ll be careful.


  I promise.


  We make a tentative plan to connect in Philly in a couple of days. Will I be able to convince Jessie to come with me? If I were her, I wouldn’t be able to pass up the chance, based on curiosity alone, and I’m counting on that to overcome her natural hesitancy.


  “Jess, what the hell are you doing over there?”


  I lay my phone down flat on my chest and pull my headphones off.


  “Sorry, did I wake you?”


  He sits up and turns his back to me, putting his feet on the floor. He stands and walks to the bathroom, closing the door firmly behind him.


  I put my phone on the bedside table and snuggle down into the covers. Liam comes out of the bathroom smelling like the cheap soap I used earlier. His bed creaks as he climbs back in.


  “You got a pen pal or something?” he asks.


  “I’ll tell you about it in the morning. Go back to sleep.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yes.”


  I roll over onto my side for good measure. I’m finally feeling sleepy, and if I tell Liam about JJ now, it’ll be at least an hour of questions.


  “Night,” I say.


  “Sleep well, Jess.”


  I listen to the thump of the music, and this time it starts to lull me away. I’m almost gone when my phone flashes on the nightstand, the light like a beam in my eye.


  I pick it up.


  Jessica Two has texted me back.


  You can’t catch me, her text says.


  There’s no more sleep after that.


  Chapter 11


  Don’t Go Chasing Waterfalls


  Liam drives me to the High Falls Gorge after breakfast the next morning, where Jessie suggested we meet after I reached out to her. It’s a part of the Ausable River that’s been a pay-to-see attraction since the 1800s. Jessie didn’t say why she wants to meet here. There are only a couple of cars in the parking lot, and an old-timey buggy guarded by a placid-looking horse. One of the cars is Jessie’s Prius. I can see her sitting in the front seat, looking at her phone. There’s a chill this morning, and it was one of those winters followed by a cold spring, so there’s still snow on the ground deep in the woods where the sunlight doesn’t reach. I wouldn’t wait outside either.


  “You sure about this?” Liam asks.


  “I’m sure.”


  He looks a bit tired. I’m tired, too, but I tried to hide that from him as I told him about the messages from JJ that I received last night. I didn’t tell him about the text I sent or received from Jessica Two, or tell him about JJ’s fears, but Liam’s uneasy anyway. He’s got a job lined up with a longtime client that he can’t skip and thinks I should postpone doing anything further until he can come with me. But I’ve reminded him that I’m nearly thirty years old and that it’s time for me to fix my own problems, and he’s reluctantly agreed so long as I promise to let him know the moment it gets dangerous.


  “Why do you want Jessie to go with you?” he asks.


  “I don’t think she’s told us everything she knows yet. Plus, there’s safety in numbers, right? That should make you feel better.”


  He ignores my jab. “You think she’s holding back?”


  “Not deliberately, but maybe something JJ tells us will jog her memory.”


  “What if she doesn’t want to go?”


  “Then I’ll ask her to drive me to Plattsburgh. Or I’ll take an Uber. We talked about this. It’ll be fine.”


  “This doesn’t seem like a great place for Uber service.”


  “I’ve figured out worse situations.”


  “I know you have.”


  I tap him on the nose. “It’s like you said yesterday. I’m all grown up now. You can let this little bird out of the nest.”


  Liam crooks his index finger under my chin, making sure I’m looking him squarely in the eye. “You keep making jokes. But this, what you’re planning, it’s dangerous. Maybe she’s only a con artist, someone who’s never had to do anything violent. But that doesn’t mean she won’t if she’s pushed. The smart thing to do is to take what you know and go to the police.”


  “They won’t do anything.”


  “Perhaps not, but what are you going to do if you find her?”


  “Get my money back.”


  “And if she refuses?”


  “Then I’ll turn her in.”


  “So simple, huh?”


  “That’s right. Keep it simple. You taught me that. And I know how to protect myself. How to fight.” That was part of Todd’s lessons too. Hand-to-hand combat. Liam added in the self-defense portion; he believed in walking away from the fight in an honorable way, but I knew how to do both.


  He lets me go and turns away. “I tried to teach you a lot of things. Maybe I was wrong to get involved in the first place.”


  My stomach drops. The last thing I want to do is make Liam question his role in my life. “Why do you think that?”


  “A lot of you are struggling. Think of Daisy. Look at where you are right now. Aaron. Maybe you would’ve been better off if I left well enough alone.”


  I’ve never seen him like this, full of doubts. “Hey.” I reach out and repeat his move, my finger under his chin so he’s looking me right in the eye. “Of course you shouldn’t have done that. Think of what would have happened to me if I’d stayed where I was.”


  His eyes shift away. “Yeah, maybe.”


  “Definitely. Plus, why are you so worried? You don’t even think I’m going to find her.”


  “You probably will.”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Come on, what’s up?”


  He raises his hands to grip the steering wheel. His fingers are strong, capable. “I’ve got a bad feeling, that’s all.”


  “You don’t believe in bad feelings. You believe in checking. That’s what I’m doing.”


  “You’re right.”


  Jessie opens her car door and steps out. She’s wearing a purple Patagonia puffy jacket and dark jeans. She looks tiny and vulnerable.


  I lean in and kiss Liam on his cheek. His stubble is rough against my lips, but he smells warm and clean and inviting.


  I pull myself away. “I’ve got to go. Drive safe. And thank you.”


  “You’re welcome. Stay in touch.”


  “I will. I promise.”


  And maybe this time I’m telling the truth.


  Jessie and I pay separately for our tickets and listen to a short lecture about how part of the trail is closed for repairs and to follow the signs. We go through the doors and walk over a small bridge that crosses the Ausable River. The water is rushing by fast and loud, dark and cold.


  “Why did you want to meet here?” I ask Jessie as we turn right down the path once we’ve crossed the bridge.


  “You want to take the easy path or the regular one?”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “One brings you to the falls, and there’s stairs and these glass-bottomed landings, which are kind of terrifying. The other is just a path in the woods.”


  “The terrifying path, for sure.”


  She laughs gently. “I get the sense that you’re a bit reckless.”


  “Sometimes. Liam thinks so.”


  She glances at me, then shifts away. “Is he your boyfriend?”


  I shove my hands into the pockets of my fleece. It’s even colder in the woods, without the sun. The air smells like the river and melting snow and that undercurrent of granite I smelled in the car yesterday. New York is a state made of gravestones.


  “No.”


  “But you want him to be?”


  “I . . .”


  “It’s complicated?”


  “Definitely.”


  “He likes you,” she says.


  “We’ve known each other a long time, but it’s never been like that between us.”


  She looks skeptical. “You don’t have to tell me.”


  “No, it’s fine. Liam works as a private investigator, and he rescued me from a bad family situation when I was eighteen and helped me set up my new life.”


  “That’s cool.”


  I laugh. “Yeah, Liam is pretty cool.”


  There’s a rustling up ahead. An Amish family emerges on the path—father, mother, and a passel of children. The buggy in the parking lot suddenly makes sense.


  We pass them and nod politely. It’s difficult not to stare even though I’ve been on the receiving end of that kind of attention. Once they’re out of earshot, I ask Jessie, “Is that usual?”


  “First time for me, though I’ve heard there’s some in the area. I’ll never understand it.”


  “What’s that?”


  “How someone could belong to a cult like that.”


  “They’re not a cult. They’re a sect.”


  “Po-tay-to, po-tah-to.”


  “No, I—” I cut myself off. I don’t tell people about the Land of Todd. It tends to elicit odd reactions. “I’m a journalist and I wrote a long piece about cults. There are important distinctions.”


  I’d investigated several small cults, but it was the segment on the LOT that went viral. “Williams has a way of climbing inside the mind of a charismatic leader and exposing them for what they are—sociopathic, narcissistic, opportunistic.” That was in the New York Times after my article got turned into a six-episode podcast that I narrated. I never told anyone, not even my editor, how I got that insight, and The Twists and Liam kept my secret.


  “If you say so,” Jessie says.


  We reach the first set of stairs. They’re steep, metal, and look like they’ve been here longer than I’ve been alive. The roar of the falls is deafening.


  “You up to this?” she asks, pointing down.


  “Sure.”


  I take a first tentative step. I’m not usually afraid of heights, but this is not the sort of height you normally encounter. My heart speeds up and my palms feel slick against the cool railing. When we get to the bottom, we stand on the glass-bottomed platform and watch the water rush over the side of the cliff. I feel dizzy and disoriented. Jessie stands next to me.


  “That’s amazing,” I say.


  “I couldn’t believe it the first time I came in here.”


  “You’d never know it was here from the road.”


  “I thought that too.”


  She walks closer to the railing overlooking the water. I take a step closer, pressing my body up against the railing. I feel shaky, and there are unstable thoughts in my mind. “Let’s go back up.”


  I turn and start up the stairs in front of her. Two steps in, she stumbles into me, almost knocking me off my feet. I reach out and grab the stairs, the sharp metal cutting at my fingers. She puts a firm hand on my back as a family appears at the top of the stairs.


  “You okay?” the mother asks. She’s blonde and tall, her husband wearing a dark scowl behind her.


  I push myself up. “I’m fine,” I say, holding up my hands, which are stinging but not cut. I turn to check on Jessie. She loops her arm around me quickly, the other holding on to the railing tightly.


  “Everything’s okay!” she calls up to the family, looking worried, then turns to me. “You all right?”


  “Yes.”


  I turn and we climb the stairs and past the family waiting for us at the top.


  “Be careful down there,” I say, eyeing her rambunctious children. She nods, and Jessie and I walk away from the roar of the falls.


  “That wasn’t fun,” I say.


  Jessie looks down at her feet. They’re in white tennis shoes, tied up neatly. “I’m not sure what happened.”


  “I felt dizzy down there.”


  “I guess that’s it.” She sits on a bench under a tree and wraps her arms around herself. “I’m sorry.”


  “You didn’t do it on purpose.”


  She bites her lip. “Were those pictures helpful?”


  “The ones you left at the motel? Yes, a bit, but not as much as we would’ve liked.”


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s fine. That’s not why I wanted to meet you. Another Jessica reached out.”


  “What?”


  “Jessica Four. She goes by JJ.”


  “Who is she?”


  “She asked me not to say.”


  “So why are you telling me, then?”


  “Because she’s agreed to meet me, and I’d like you to come.”


  I sit down next to her. The bench is cold, under a canopy of trees and next to the side of a hill. There’s a small patch of snow up the side of it, and I can still hear the rush of the river.


  “Where?”


  “Philly.”


  “Is that where it happened?”


  “Not sure. She didn’t say where Jessica Two caught up to her.” I stand up and stamp my feet on the ground to warm them up. I’m getting colder by the minute. “Will you do it?”


  “What’s the point?”


  “I think we’re getting close.”


  “What could possibly give you that idea?”


  I pause. I’m not sure what the right move is here. “She texted me yesterday. Jessica Two.”


  “What?”


  Jessie stands quickly and starts to march down the path away from me. I rush after her.


  “Wait up.”


  We arrive at another bridge. We cross it and stop in the middle. It feels like we’re only a few feet above the river. I take out my phone and take a picture. I’ll send it to Liam later. He likes nature.


  “What did the text say?” Jessie asks loudly over the roar.


  “I’d texted her a couple times, stupid stuff about how I was going to find her, and she told me I couldn’t catch her.”


  “She’s probably right.”


  “Don’t you see? If she texted me back, then it means something I’m doing is getting to her. Maybe she saw my message on Facebook and all the people who were tagged there.”


  “Saw me, you mean?”


  “Well, yes.”


  Jessie lets out a long, slow breath. “I don’t like this.”


  “I get it, I do. But JJ, she also told me to be careful. It seemed like she was worried about Jessica Two, and doesn’t that make you mad?”


  “Why would that make me mad?”


  “Because she’s getting away with it. She took our money, and she’s going to do it again, and she’s done it to others, and then she has the gall to make us scared about it as well. I don’t want to live my life like that, do you?”


  “Doesn’t feel like I have much choice.”


  “But you do. You do. We do. If we work together, go talk to JJ and find out what she knows, I think we’re going to be able to figure out how to solve this thing. Maybe get our money back, and get her out of our lives once and for all.”


  “She’s not in my life.”


  “Isn’t she, though? You’re stuck in this town that you hate living in because you can’t leave. You’re too scared to tell that bully, Leanne, to cut it out. She did that to you.”


  “Don’t lecture me.”


  “Okay, you’re right, I’m sorry. I just . . . I’m worried about what she might do next if we don’t stop her.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Look, I’ll be okay no matter what happens. And you’ll be okay too. I don’t know about JJ, but maybe she will as well. But what if her next victim is someone vulnerable? Someone who can’t take being duped? I’ve seen what can happen to someone when they’re betrayed. It’s not something everyone can stand.”


  I look away so Jessie won’t see my tears, but I can’t hide my shaking hands.


  “Are you talking about someone in your family?” Jessie asks.


  “My best friend.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay.” I wipe my eyes quickly and turn back to her. “But if there was something I could’ve done to stop that from happening, I would have, you know?”


  “It’s not our job to save her victims.”


  “Our job? No. But our responsibility? I kind of think it is.”


  A couple and their dog appear on the path. The dog is small and energetic, bounding happily on its leash.


  I look at Jessie. She’s watching the dog, a bit fearful.


  “I’m going to do this with or without you,” I say. “And I’m not going to stop until I find her, I can promise you that. But I’d rather have your help.”


  “Why?”


  “Because we’re in this together. You, me, the Jessica in Philly. We’re connected.”


  “You sound like Shakespeare. The Saint Crispin’s Day speech. You know it?”


  “We few, we happy few, we band of brothers . . .”


  “For he today that sheds his blood with me . . .”


  “Shall be my brother,” we say together. “Be he ne’er so vile.”


  The couple passes us, giving us a look like you might expect if you came upon two women randomly reciting Shakespeare in the woods.


  I hold out my hand. “We in this together?”


  She still looks unsure, but she reaches out her hand just the same.


  Chapter 12


  Waiting Room


  Jessie agrees to drive us to Philly in her car, though I offer to rent a vehicle. Taking her car is better on the cash flow. Like a good Liam disciple, I have some money stashed away for emergencies that wasn’t in the account Jessica Two got to, but it’s not going to last forever.


  I have a few minutes to look around Jessie’s place while she packs. There isn’t much personal about it. No family photographs. No photographs at all. The cupboards contain only the essentials, not even a complete set of plates. I have this feeling that if I look in her closet, I’d find three or four outfits and that would be it. As if she were living her life ready to pack up at any moment, nothing she’d regret to leave behind.


  But have I been living my life any differently? Would someone who went through my room think I was there for the long haul? A whole benefit of living with jerky Josh and his former frat buddies is that it’s temporary and doesn’t require any investment or ties. I could pack up in an hour and owe them nothing.


  “You checking up on me?” Jessie asks, startling me as I close the kitchen-cupboard door.


  I glance over my shoulder, keeping my voice calm. “What? Oh no, I was looking for a glass for some water.”


  “One cupboard over.”


  “Thanks.” I go through the motions of getting a glass out, filling it from the tap, and drinking it down. I can sense Jessie’s eyes on me as I do so. I turn around. She hasn’t moved. There’s a small bag at her feet, and she’s scraped her hair back into a ponytail, revealing a distinctive widow’s peak.


  “Should we bring some snacks?” I ask, trying to breach the tension.


  She takes a beat. “Snacks?”


  “You know, for the drive. It’s a long one. And I left my snack bag in Liam’s car, unfortunately.”


  “About five hours and forty-nine minutes, according to Google, if we observe speed limits and take the toll roads,” she says, frowning as she speaks. I can tell that she’s questioning the choice she made at the gorge. I shouldn’t have let my curiosity loose. Whatever trust I’d built up on our walk has been drained away, like the water I just chugged down.


  “I didn’t mean anything by it,” I say.


  “What’s that?”


  “Looking around a bit. My curiosity got the better of me. When you work with Liam for too long, it kind of becomes part of your DNA.”


  “Suspicion?”


  “More like the need for information. Get all the information.”


  “Huh?”


  “It’s a Liamism. That’s what The Twists call these sayings he has.”


  “That a musical group?”


  “What? Oh, ha. No. There’s . . .” I should shut up. How can I explain us? “I mentioned before that Liam saved me from a bad situation? Well, I’m not the only one. There’s about a half dozen of us, and that’s what we call ourselves, after Oliver Twist. But he’s not like that Fagin guy. It’s an ironic name. Liam’s scrupulously honest.”


  “That right?”


  “Trust me.”


  “Hmm.”


  I put the glass down on the counter. “Hey, I know we just met, and you have no reason to believe anything I’m saying, but I’m trying to do something good here, I promise.”


  “Don’t do that,” she says.


  “What?”


  “Forget it. Are we going or what?”


  “You still want to?”


  “I never wanted to, but I said I would, so let’s go and get this over with.”


  We don’t get snacks. And we don’t talk much in the car either. Jessie hands me a map and tells me to navigate because she doesn’t believe in GPS, so I spend my time figuring out the map and give her updates now and then on our progress.


  Familiar names flash by on the road as we retrace the drive Liam and I did the day before all the way back to Albany. We stay on I-87 rather than switching to the 95, and then we’re out of my known universe, driving by places I never paid any attention to on the map that was on the wall in the Gathering Place. My eyes used to be drawn to farther-away places—London, Paris, Budapest. I’ve never been to any of them. Instead, I ended up five hours away in New York. The trip I took to Mexico a few weeks ago was the first time I’d ever left the country, my newly minted passport still fresh, the pages stiff.


  We stop for lunch at a diner near Newburgh, a town on the Hudson River. It has a lot of fried fish on the menu, but also sandwiches and pasta. There’s a blue strip of neon running around a recess in the ceiling, which makes everything and everyone in the place look slightly alien.


  “Fresh jumbo shrimp cocktail,” I say to Jessie once we’ve had a few minutes to peruse the menu. “You think that’s a good choice?”


  She makes a face. “I’d stick to things that don’t go bad so quickly, personally.”


  “You make a good point.”


  I order a corned beef sandwich and a Diet Coke. She orders the turkey on whole wheat and sticks to water.


  “It’s my one vice,” I say, as she eyes my drink with a bit of distaste. “Well, maybe not my only one, but one a day can’t hurt, can it?”


  “Eat what you want,” she says. “I don’t care.”


  “Did she have any weird eating habits?”


  “We didn’t eat together.”


  “Just drank.”


  “That’s right.”


  I take a sip of my Diet Coke. It’s refreshing, especially after the long drive. “And you haven’t flown since?”


  “Nope.”


  “Did you ask the airport to check its records?”


  “Where? In Minneapolis?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I did. They said I was the only one with that name through the airport that day.”


  “So, she has other ID.”


  “I guess.”


  “That’s good to know.”


  “Why?”


  “The more we know, they closer we are to getting to her.”


  “If you say so.”


  She eats her sandwich delicately, taking small bites. I’ve already finished my sandwich and the large pickle it came with.


  “I can drive, if you want,” I say.


  “What’s that?”


  “After lunch. To give you a break.”


  She smiles. “Thanks, I’d like that.”


  After lunch, I take the wheel and lead us onto the highway. The Prius handles well, and it’s easy to get going over the speed limit. Too easy.


  We pass a patrol car tucked into one of those turnarounds that are hard to see until it’s too late. I glance down at the speedometer; we’re going seventy-five.


  “Shit,” I say as the cop pulls out of his hiding place.


  “What?”


  The flash of lights answers for me.


  “Dammit,” Jessie says. “This was a mistake.”


  “It’s just a ticket,” I say as I slow down and start to pull off to the side of the road. “I’ll pay it.”


  “No.” She looks over at me in frustration. “You and me. You’re going to have to show them my car registration and your license, so they’ll know we’re two Jessica Williamses traveling together. Police don’t like coincidences. I should’ve thought of it before.”


  “I’m sure it will be fine. I mean, you don’t have a criminal record or anything, do you?”


  “No.”


  “Me neither. So, why would the cops care about us? If they do, we’ll explain.”


  “I never switched my registration to New York.”


  “I don’t think that’s a huge deal.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  I stop the car and roll down my window as the cop approaches.


  “How are you folks today?” he asks. He’s about forty years old with close-cropped blond hair and a beefy neck.


  “We’re good,” I say.


  “Where you headed?”


  “Philly.”


  “You in a hurry to get there?”


  “No, I’m so sorry, Officer. It’s my friend’s car, and I’m not used to the gas pedal. I didn’t realize how fast I was going.”


  “Uh-huh. What you going to Philly for?”


  “A reunion,” I say, smiling.


  “Sounds fun,” he says. “Please hand over your driver’s license and registration.”


  “I need to go into the glove box,” Jessie says.


  “Go ahead.”


  She opens it and reaches in as I take out my wallet and give him my driver’s license.


  “You, too, little lady.”


  I can see Jessie grit her teeth as she takes out her wallet and hands him her driver’s license with the registration. As she leans over me to do so, I can smell her sweat.


  The police officer starts to enter the information into his computer, then stops. He puts the two licenses one on top of each other; then he frowns. He tips his head down into the car.


  “You ladies have something to tell me?”


  After he calls it in, the police officer tells us to follow him to the station.


  “See,” Jessie says. “I told you.”


  “It’s not illegal to be driving with someone who has the same name as you.”


  “Tell that to Mr. Little Lady.”


  “He’s a jerk,” I say. “But if we tell the truth, it’ll be okay.”


  “Which is?”


  “The story I told you, why we’re going to Philly.”


  “I don’t know why we’re going to Philly.”


  “Sure you do. We’re going to meet another Jessica so we can compare notes.”


  “If I had her name and address, it might be more believable.”


  “You know her name. I don’t have her address.”


  Jessie turns toward me. “What? How are we going to find her?”


  “We arranged to meet at a Starbucks.”


  “That doesn’t sound suspicious at all.”


  “She’s cautious. I don’t blame her.”


  Jessie gives me a withering look as the cop car pulls off the highway. The cop station doesn’t take long to get to. It’s a low, nondescript building with a wall of windows looking out over a parking lot. If I had to come to work here every day, I might kill myself.


  We follow the officer into the building. He directs us to sit and wait.


  “Together?” I ask.


  “Is that a problem?”


  “No, of course not.”


  There’s a family of Middle Eastern origin sitting in the waiting area and four police officers standing behind a set of glass enclosures, raised up higher so they have a vantage point over us. They seem to be in the middle of a coffee break, clustered together and chatting.


  Jessie sits in one of the chairs and I sit next to her.


  “I guess we have some time,” I say. “We could discuss our strategy for Philly.”


  She shakes her head. “Not here.”


  “Right, good idea.”


  “No, bad idea.”


  “That too.”


  Thirty minutes later, we’re still sitting there, as is the family. No one has been called up to a window. Three more people have come in, including one guy who looks homeless and seems to be missing a shoe. I’m beginning to think that the waiting is a tactic.


  Jessie seems better equipped than I am to deal with it. She takes a book out of her purse and opens it.


  “Any good?”


  “Yes.”


  “What’s it about?”


  “It’s called The Marriage Lie. What do you think?”


  “Would you like me to stop talking?”


  The answer is clearly yes, but instead, Jessie closes the book with a sigh and folds it onto her lap.


  “Wonder how long they’ll keep us waiting,” she says.


  “Until we crack, obviously.”


  “We haven’t done anything wrong.”


  “True. It’s the name thing, right? Making sure we’re both legit.”


  “I’m assuming so. Systems don’t like coincidences.”


  “Why are you so worried?”


  She flips her book over and then over again. “I haven’t had the best luck with authority.”


  “You mean when you reported the theft?”


  “That, and other things. My parents died when I was young, and I was put in the foster system. This one family I was with, their son . . . wasn’t very nice.”


  “He was abusive?”


  “Not like you’re thinking, but he . . . did things. Disturbing things with the family cat and hiding my stuff, and I guess now you might call him a sociopath in the making. Then, he was just this bad seed. Anyway, I told on him to my social worker, and I got punished.”


  “How?”


  “They pulled me out of the family, then put me in the orphanage for a while. I was hard to place after that.”


  “But you hadn’t done anything wrong.”


  “That’s my point. Just because you haven’t done anything doesn’t mean you get treated as if you’re innocent. I would’ve thought you knew that.”


  I stare straight ahead. I do know that, but it’s not something I like to talk about.


  “You’re right.” I stare at the police officers behind the counter. They’ve gone back to their stations now, but that doesn’t seem to have changed the pace of service. “I was raised with a bad guy too.”


  I rub at the spot on my wrist where my scar is. As usual, it’s covered by a long-sleeve T-shirt. It’s a stylized version of Todd’s initials, Todd Blakemore. A T and a B woven together in an intricate pattern. Only, he never told us that’s what it was. Until Liam told me, I thought it was a symbol of togetherness. It was on lots of things in the Land of Todd—our uniforms, over the entrance to the Gathering Place. I’d always been told it meant “us.” What a joke.


  “What did he do?”


  “Lots of terrible stuff. He was definitely a sociopath.”


  I got the scar—the brand—when I was twelve. There was this ceremony Todd did for all the kids at that age, a kind of initiation because that was the age of reason, according to him. When you could choose to join the group formally. And we did. We all did, because what other choice did we have?


  “I don’t like to talk about it,” I say.


  “I get it.”


  “It’s—”


  “Jessica Williams!”


  We look at one another. Here we go.


  “Yes,” we say together, and stand.


  Chapter 13


  Not a Lucky Number


  In the end, the police let us go without anything more than a speeding ticket. Us being together caused a glitch in their system, the policeman behind the counter says, but our documents checked out, so we’re free to go. Jessie should update her car registration; she has two weeks to do so. We thank him and leave.


  By that time, though, it’s starting to get dark out. Jessie suggests we stop at a roadside motel, get some dinner, and rest. I agree. We drive through a McDonald’s, then find a place a few miles away, the twin of where Liam and I stayed in Wilmington. I offer to share a room to cut down on expenses, but Jessie says that she “values” her “privacy.” So, I eat my burger alone, take a shower, change into my pajamas, and climb into bed. It’s early, but I’m exhausted. I fall easily to sleep.


  I wake up in a cold sweat with my arm throbbing.


  I was having the dream. The Dream.


  It’s always the same.


  Black-cloaked figures in the Gathering Place in the middle of the night. The other children all lined up in their uniforms. The lights down low. I’m wearing a white robe that’s scratchy against my skin and smells like mold. My mother and father are standing on either side of me, holding an arm apiece. Todd appears, his skin burnished, his robe white as snow. He talks about the importance of family, the sins of the world, the reason we chose to leave it. Then he asks me if I’m joining the group willingly, which makes my twelve-year-old self want to laugh. You’re holding me down, I want to shout. Who would do this willingly? But instead, I nod and say, “Yes, Todd.” This is the only acceptable response.


  Then that glowing light. The heat as it approaches my skin. The pain.


  It stops as suddenly as it starts, though the echo is almost as bad. The burned-flesh smell makes me want to vomit, and then I’m in Todd’s arms and he’s telling me that I’m welcome, that I’m beautiful, that I’m amazing, and that together we will do fantastic things.


  “You’re through the worst of it,” he says.


  I wake up with the word No caught in my throat.


  I lie on my back trying to slow my heart. Headlights arc into the room from the highway and light up the ceiling through the slatted blinds. It almost makes me miss the tailgate party from the night before, which leads to thoughts of Liam. I check the time. It’s only eleven. Not that late. I send him a text.


  Checking in.


  He answers a few minutes later.


  Where are you?


  Some small town on the way to Philly.


  Jessie agreed to go with you?


  Yes.


  Why are you stopped?


  I got pulled over by the cops for speeding. Apparently, they care about the speed limit on this side of the Hudson.


  You have a lead foot.


  ☺ Miller says that too.


  ?


  You don’t know who Miller is?


  Ha, ha. I meant when.


  I drove him to the Hamptons last summer. I think I scared him.


  Ah. I did not know that.


  We went to a party. No biggie.


  Hmm.


  Jessie’s in another room, I write. She didn’t want to share. Do you think that’s weird?


  No.


  Not even a little?


  No.


  *We* shared a room.


  That’s different. And not the first time.


  True. Liam didn’t take me to New York right away after I leaped into his car and told him to “drive, drive, drive” me away from the LOT. Instead, we hid out in a hotel room in the Catskills for three days. It was in one of those resorts that was popular in the 1950s, like the one they go to in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, which Daisy and I watch together.


  It was a hot July and the resort was full of rustic cabins with no air-conditioning. Mostly, I lay on the bed, watching the ceiling fan rotate while I tried to absorb the information Liam was feeding me. I’d been in a “cult,” only that was a word I’d never heard. What did it mean? I wasn’t “programmed”—that’s what everyone in the outside world was, enslaved to the government. Todd was a bad person. That, I didn’t have any trouble believing.


  I’m not sure I ever thanked you properly for that, I write.


  You thanked me plenty.


  Well, thank you again.


  You’re welcome.


  We are better off because of you.


  Maybe.


  You done saving people?


  ?


  It’s been a while, I meant. No new people.


  Are The Twists feeling like they need new members?


  I smile at the use of the name I know he hates. No, I write, I just realized that we haven’t met anyone in a while.


  There have been a few in the last couple years. They don’t always want to meet the group.


  Oh?


  They’ve been through enough.


  Okay, I get it.


  It’s late. You should get some rest.


  Okay.


  Sleep well.


  You too, I write. Love you.


  The words whoosh away, and I wish I could take them back. I’ve never written this to Liam before. Never said it. Does the fact that I didn’t put “I” in front of it make it less of a confession? Is there a way I can diminish it further?


  Oops, I write, but don’t hit “Send.” Liam’s typing something. Or thinking about it.


  Then: Same.


  I put my phone down with a smile on my face, but before I can settle in, my phone flashes again, that distinctive light pattern getting my attention. Is Liam taking it back? I shouldn’t reach for my phone, but I can’t ignore it.


  It’s not a text from Liam.


  It’s from Jessica Two.


  Stop it, it says. This is your last warning.


  I hold on to the phone tightly. One of the things she doesn’t know about me yet: I don’t respond well to threats.


  PART TWO


  Chapter 14


  The Back Forest


  Two weeks after the branding, I was sitting in our weekly session with Todd when I spoke out.


  Well, first I sat out.


  I never understood what Todd’s obsession with sitting was about. I only knew that ever since I could remember we were told to sit with our backs pressed against our chairs with our feet planted firmly on the ground. Our arms were to be by our sides, and there was to be no crossing of the ankles or, Todd forbid, legs crossed over one another. Even now, I find myself sitting like that when I’m not paying attention.


  My arm was still smarting. That’s why I think I did it, but it wasn’t as if it was planned. I didn’t know how to plan then, only react. My arm hurt. It was Todd’s fault. I couldn’t understand why that had to be. Why my parents hadn’t stopped it, why no one had. I’d spent two weeks nursing it, climbing into Kiki’s bed and resting my bandage against hers. Kiki tried to pretend that she understood why it had happened, but I knew she was only pretending to try to make me feel better because it seemed to affect me more than it did her.


  “We need to be prepared, we need to be ready, we need to have everything set to go on a moment’s notice,” Todd was saying. He was wearing one of his uniforms—white pants and a top that looked like hospital surgeon scrubs, only it was pressed and starched, so it looked almost military-like. His skin was tanned to a perfect bronze, and his eyes stood out with a blue intensity. I used to try to count how often he blinked, certain it was less than other people.


  “Why?” I asked, the word I’d thought over and over escaping my mouth before I could stop it.


  “Who said that?” Todd asked, spinning on his heel and pointing at us. The twenty kids in the room were sitting four by five, in precise rows, with the smallest kids in the front, the oldest in the back. Kiki and I were in the middle.


  The room was deadly silent. No one spoke out during Todd’s lectures. Silence was even more important than sitting properly.


  “Who. Said. That?” Todd asked again, his voice shaking. Todd wasn’t used to being disobeyed, and he didn’t react well when it happened.


  “It was her,” a quisling named Jaimie said, turning and pointing at me. The small children were always the worst. They didn’t know, yet, that sucking up to Todd didn’t insulate them from punishment.


  Todd was next to me in an instant. His hand reached down and encircled my branded wrist. I cried out.


  “You had a question?” he hissed.


  “No, no.”


  I could feel Kiki shaking next to me.


  “Yes, you did,” he said. “Go on, ask it.”


  “I asked . . . why.”


  “Why what?”


  “Why do we need to be prepared?” I asked, my voice hiccoughing and rushed. “Why do we need to fear everyone?”


  His fingers tightened. He was so much stronger than I was. “Have you not been listening to a word I’ve said?”


  “Yes, I have.”


  “Then you know why.”


  “But I—” Kiki stomped on my foot. I stifled the cry, but my knee jerked up in the air.


  “But I what? How are you sitting? What is happening here?”


  He jerked me up by my arm and dragged me to the front of the room. Kiki followed along as if she were tethered to me. Todd was so mad that he didn’t even notice her at first; he just tossed me into his chair like a piece of garbage. We weren’t ever allowed to sit in that chair. One of the grown-ups brought it up for his talks each week, then took it away again. Todd himself never sat in it for more than twenty seconds, the time it took him to wind himself up and begin pacing back and forth.


  “How do we sit?” he said.


  I held my arm, feeling frozen by pain.


  “How do we sit?”


  Todd was yelling so close to my ear that my eardrum started to rattle. I planted my feet on the ground, but I couldn’t seem to let go of my arm.


  Todd started to move me like clay, forcing my back against the chair, squaring my shoulders, then prying my hand off my arm.


  “That hurts!”


  Todd froze, and I froze right along with him. Then his hand reared back and cracked against my face.


  “Stop it, Todd!” Kiki said, astonishing everyone since she’d never spoken out of turn her whole life.


  And then we both got punished.


  There wasn’t a beating, but there was the Back Forest.


  Kiki and I were banished there for a week. For willfulness, for troublemaking, for talking back to Todd. The list of our crimes was long, and we were lucky, my mother hissed at me, that she’d managed to intercede on our behalf and keep our banishment to a week.


  “What were you thinking?” she asked us, over and over. “I just don’t know what you were thinking.”


  “Oh, stop it, Therese,” Tanya said. “Can’t you see the girls are terrified as it is?”


  My mother looked at me, then Kiki. We were sitting together on Kiki’s bed, huddled together, too scared to cry. We’d never been to the Back Forest, but we’d heard enough horror stories about it. The bogeyman lived there. The devil. Children who were sent out there came back changed, or never came back at all. Who knew what was true?


  We were about to find out.


  “Get up,” my mother said. She had a hardness about her that Tanya lacked. People were always saying how much we looked alike, as if reminding themselves that we were related. I never saw the sameness, only the differences. Her hair was thick and wavy, and her eyes were set closer together than mine. Her arms were strong and muscular from all the manual labor she did around the compound. I was thin and weak, and I missed my mother even though she was standing right in front of me.


  “I said, get up.”


  “You sound like Todd.”


  My mother didn’t know how to take this. Usually, that was a compliment, but she knew I didn’t mean it that way.


  “What has gotten into you?”


  I didn’t answer her. Instead, I showed her my arm. She pulled back.


  “Come on, girls,” Tanya said. “We’d better go and get this over with.”


  I wanted to bite back at the “We,” but Kiki stopped me. She stood up and pulled me along with her.


  She looked at me and I was amazed. She didn’t look scared. She looked resolute.


  “We’ll be okay,” she said. “It’s only a week.”


  Chapter 15


  Philadelphia Feeling


  We’re sitting in a Starbucks near the Delaware River Waterfront. This is where JJ said she’d meet us at two p.m. It’s two forty-five. The Starbucks is full of the usual midafternoon crowd: people pretending to write the next great novel, students “studying” with their friends, stay-at-home moms wrangling their kids with promises of a cake pop so they can get their triple shot of whatever.


  “She’s not going to come,” Jessie says after I look at my watch for the tenth time. She’s had a cappuccino with two extra shots of espresso and is tapping her foot in time to the music that’s playing on the stereo system—someone new I don’t recognize. I ordered some calming tea, but it doesn’t seem to be working.


  “Let’s give it ten more minutes.”


  “Don’t you have her number?”


  “No, only Facebook.”


  “That wasn’t the best idea.”


  “I know, okay?”


  She raises her hands in surrender and returns to reading her book. I take out my phone and check Facebook again. JJ’s read my message asking if we’re still meeting but hasn’t responded. I hate this fucking feature. There’s nothing worse than knowing for certain that someone’s ignoring you.


  I write her again. Still here. I’d appreciate it if you could let me know if you’re going to show up.


  I watch the little icon appear next to my message, letting me know that once again she’s read it. But once again, she doesn’t respond.


  “Okay, you’re right. I don’t think she’s coming,” I say, putting my phone away.


  Jessie puts her book down on the table. She’s halfway through it already. “So, what now?”


  “I have no idea.”


  We finish our drinks, then head outside and down to the waterfront. There’s a tall-ships festival going on, and the air smells like the beach, that tang of ocean mixed in with decaying fish, though it’s only a river.


  The crowd is substantial. A nice Friday afternoon in June—everyone’s playing hooky. There are vendors selling popcorn and cotton candy; it contributes to the carnival atmosphere, a feeling that’s confirmed when I see a three-card monte man standing on a patch of grass next to the river. He’s in his midtwenties and is wearing a Phillies cap backward. He has a fairly large crowd around him. We stop and watch for a minute. I quickly spot the guy who’s in on the scam, a kid in his late teens who wins three quick hands in a row, giving confidence to those duffers watching that they, too, can make a quick buck.


  “Want to see something?” I say to Jessie. “I can beat this game.”


  “Nah, it’s a trick.”


  “I know.”


  She smiles. “How do you beat a trick?”


  “Watch.”


  The guy who’s been winning loses and hands back the money he’d just won. He walks away in mock dejection.


  “Step right up! Step right up if you think you can find the lady and beat a master at his game!”


  I walk to the portable card table he’s working on and smile nervously at the guy. “How does this work?”


  He shows me his teeth. One of his front teeth is turned half sideways, but his eyes twinkle and there’s a certain charm about him.


  “My name’s Hal.”


  “Hi, Hal. I’m Jess.”


  “Well, Jess, you ever play before?”


  I shake my head.


  “It’s two dollars a hand. You guess right where the queen is, I give you four dollars.”


  “And if I guess wrong?”


  “I keep the money.”


  “Sounds simple enough.”


  He starts to shuffle his cards. “Sure it is. You got a good memory?”


  “I like to think so.”


  “Quick on your feet?”


  “Do I need to catch anything?”


  He laughs. “No, I just meant you have a better chance if you can think fast.”


  “Oh, right. Sure. What do you think?” I say to Jessie.


  “I say go for it.”


  “Okay, then.”


  I take two singles out of my wallet and put them down on the table. He goes through his routine, showing me the red queen, then dealing the three bent cards onto the table one by one. Then he moves them around as he patters about following the lady. First slowly, then more quickly. I watch his hands, and not the cards, and so I see him palm the queen while he shuffles the other two cards, then pull it out again as he moves in for the flop.


  “Follow the card now, don’t lose sight. Follow the card, or hope you guess right.”


  His hands stop moving.


  “All set?” he asks. “You know where that pretty lady’s at?”


  I hesitate, acting uncertain, then point to the far right.


  “You sure?” he asks, smirking.


  I’ve picked the right card, but this is another tactic. If someone guesses right, then they try to undermine their confidence and convince them to switch their initial choice.


  “Yes, I think so.”


  He turns it over. The red queen looks back at me, minx-like.


  “We have a winner!”


  A few people clap and press closer. Jessie bounces on her heels.


  “Beginner’s luck,” I say.


  I reach for the money.


  “Again?” Hal says. “Double or nothing?”


  I look at Jessie. She nods enthusiastically. I make a show of considering what I’m agreeing to.


  “So, I bet four dollars and if I win, I get eight?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Oh, come on,” one of the lookie-loos says. “It’s only eight dollars.”


  “True! Okay, let’s go.”


  We go through it all again; then I point to the card in the middle. He doesn’t ask me if I’m sure this time. He frowns and flips over the queen.


  “Oh! You won!” the woman standing behind me says.


  “Go again,” Jessie says.


  “What do you think?” I ask Hal. “Eight dollars for a chance at sixteen?”


  He considers. He isn’t sure, yet, that I’m onto his game. And it’s not as if my bet is big at this point. Besides, the people watching will think they can win now, and that will help him draw more people in. I can sense the crowd getting bigger behind me. I’ve become the assistant, good for business.


  He calculates his odds and agrees. “All right.”


  He shuffles his cards. The longer I look at him, the older he seems. He’s got deep lines in his forehead, and his skin is tinged in that way that happens to longtime smokers. He gives me a look as he exposes his queen, then shuffles the cards quickly. I take even longer to decide which card is right, and in the end, I pick the one in the middle. He’s giving me a hard stare now. These guys like taking people. They do not like to be taken.


  He turns the card over, the queen appears, and the crowd claps. He shuffles some bills together and hands them to me. He knows he’s been beaten, but he’s still in charge.


  “Show’s over,” he says to me in a way so we understand each other. “Who’s next?”


  We spend the next couple of hours wandering around the waterfront. Jessie is strangely keyed up after my modest takedown of the three-card monte man.


  “That was pretty great,” she says. The sun is glinting off the water, and the crowd has multiplied as the day’s gotten nicer.


  “Thanks.”


  Jessie’s gesturing with her hands as she talks. “No, I mean it. Beating someone at their own game like that . . .”


  “He was onto me pretty quickly.”


  “But you didn’t care about getting caught. I bet you could’ve had him going for much longer if you mixed up your winning and losing.”


  “Yeah, that’s how it’s done.”


  “How come you didn’t do that?”


  “I wanted to show you I could beat the guy. I didn’t care about tricking him for real.”


  “How long do you think you could have kept him going, though?”


  “Liam’s taken some of them for a couple hundred. But he gives the money to homeless guys.”


  Her hands fall. “Oh, Liam.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I didn’t ask about him; I asked about you. How much do you think you could make?”


  “Maybe the same. Why do you want to know?”


  Her eyes are bright and glistening. It’s a look I’ve seen before, the glint of power when you realize you can get something over on someone.


  “Just curious.”


  I think about that for a moment, and then I say, “We could do it.”


  “Do what?”


  “Con someone.”


  “What? Why?”


  “For the fun of it.”


  “Umm . . .”


  I smile. “Oh, come on. You’re telling me you’ve never thought about it?”


  “You have?”


  “Sure. I read up on them a while back, for an article I was writing. Confidence tricks.”


  “You did?”


  “You think it’s weird?”


  Jessie gives me a look. “I’m not sure what I think, to be honest.”


  “Fair enough. But didn’t what happened to us make you wonder? How easy it would be to get away with it?”


  “Okay, maybe I have.”


  “Of course you have,” I say. “We’re different now. Different than all of them.”


  I motion to the crowd around us. So many families having a nice Friday together. I’d never had a day like this, full of candy and sunlight. I guess Jessie hadn’t, either, based on what she’d said about her upbringing. The LOT was dark in general, and then there was the Back Forest, where the old-growth trees were so thick it felt like no light could get through.


  “I guess you’re right,” Jessie says. “But what does that have to do with conning someone?”


  “It’s the challenge, I think. Seeing if you can get a stranger to trust you . . .”


  I turn and look at the river. The water’s dotted with sailboats, paddleboards, and kayaks. I wonder what it would be like to be on one of them. The wind in my hair, the rough chop beneath my feet, the horizon a destination.


  I’m not entirely sure why I’m pushing this, but I don’t seem to be able to help myself. It’s an impulse that’s gotten me into trouble before.


  “What do you say?” I ask Jessie. “You want to do it?”


  “I’d like to try,” Jessie says in a small voice.


  I smile. “Cool.”


  “Should we do three-card monte?”


  “What about something a bit harder?”


  “Such as?”


  “It’s funny,” I say. “They all have these fancy names. Like the Widow or the Driver.”


  She looks at the boats. “I don’t know those, but there is this one I read about once, I think it’s called the Bar Bill Scam? It’s this thing where you make nice with a guy and then pretend you can’t pay at the end of the evening.”


  “That sounds like college. Or dating.”


  She smiles. “True.”


  “Are you serious?” I ask. “You want to do this?”


  “Ah, hell, why not? It’ll help defray our costs since this trip was a waste and all. And it might give us some insight into Jessica Two, right?”


  “It could. So, we hit on a guy and get him to buy us dinner?”


  “Basically.”


  I look down at what I’m wearing. Broken-in chinos and a stretched-out long-sleeve T-shirt I think I stole from Liam years ago. Jessie’s a bit neater, in a pair of slacks and a short-sleeve shirt with flowers on it, but neither of us is dressed for fine dining. “I don’t think we look the part, though that might be an advantage.”


  “How so?”


  “I think you need to be unexpected. That way, they don’t see you coming.”


  I look at Jessie. She’s nodding in agreement. We probably shouldn’t be doing this, but I have to admit I don’t see the harm in it, so long as we pick someone who can afford to pay at the end of the evening. Is it really any different from the nice meals I’ve had on a guy I had no intention of sleeping with or ever seeing again?


  Moral relativism. That’s Liam’s voice in my head. But for once, I want to banish it.


  “Okay,” Jessie says. “Let’s do it.”


  Chapter 16


  Bar Bill Scam


  The Back Forest wasn’t just a place; it was an idea. Sort of like the cave that Luke goes into on Dagobah in The Empire Strikes Back—somewhere where your worst fears could be realized. We were provided with a tent, a shovel, some matches, and a water jug. That was it. Any food we ate, anything else we needed, we were on our own. I remember how quiet it was in that thick wood. How Kiki tried to hide her tears from me. I remember notching a tree when I thought a day had passed and then giving up on the other days because night and day were barely distinguishable.


  “Will they come for us?” Kiki asked me every “morning” as we rose from the beds we had fashioned out of leaves and dirt when our internal clocks woke us.


  “They will,” I assured her, though I barely believed it myself.


  Solitary confinement, it was supposed to be. Only the forest was alive. We were cut off from the others, and in the end, even from ourselves. For Kiki, it was a descent into an even stricter obedience. She would barely blink without permission.


  But for me, it was the solidification of an idea. I would find a way out. And when I did, no one would ever find me.


  Here’s how the Bar Bill Scam goes down.


  We find a restaurant that has a happy hour from five to seven. It’s a low-key place where a man might stop in for a drink before he heads home for the night. There’s a large square bar in the middle of the room surrounded by high-top tables. English pub food, and a mix of regulars and one-timers with a sleepy-looking bartender wiping down the bar. Perfect.


  We take up seats away from one another around the bar. Jessie pulls out her book; I look at my phone. We both order a glass of white wine. These are the signals that we want to be disturbed. Because nothing says Talk to me like “I’m busy reading,” if you’re a man on the make.


  Sure enough, within five minutes, a man in a suit with his necktie loosened sidles up to Jessie. He’s holding a full tumbler and strode past fifty a few years ago. I don’t see a ring from where I’m sitting, but he looks married. Jessie puts down her book reluctantly and begins to make small talk. She gives him clipped answers to begin with, then opens up slowly until he makes her laugh. He signals for a waiter, and she orders a glass of champagne and asks to see the menu. The champagne is a test we devised in our hastily made plan. If he balks at the price, then we’ll abandon and move on to another mark.


  I get up to go to the bathroom. As I suspected, the man is wearing a wedding band, tight on his fat finger, which is what also makes it okay: he’s a married jerk buying a woman an expensive drink in a bar, and the fact that he’s married means there’s no way he’s going to complain to anyone when he gets taken.


  I catch Jessie’s eye as I pass them and give her a short nod. He’s too engrossed in Jessie to notice me. I go into the bathroom and waste a few minutes washing my hands and drying them carefully. When I return, I stumble on the floor and grab on to Jessie for support.


  “Oh, hey,” I say as she straightens me up, “it’s you.”


  “Wow,” Jessie says. “Long time.”


  “Such a long time.”


  “So great to see you.”


  “You too. You look great. This girl,” I say to the man, “is amazing.”


  “I was just thinking that myself,” he says, smiling at Jessie indulgently.


  “Oh!” Jessie says, turning and patting him on the arm. “Is it all right, Robert, if she joins us?”


  He looks caught between wanting to please Jessie and being stuck with me. “Sure, of course. What were you drinking?”


  “We’re having champagne,” Jessie says enthusiastically, draining the rest of her glass. “Is that okay, Robert? We can pay our own way.”


  “Absolutely not.” He motions for the bartender, pointing to Jessie’s glass and holding up two fingers in a move that reminds me of Liam. What would he think if he could see me right now?


  “Thank you,” I say, shoving that thought aside.


  “Think nothing of it.”


  “Say, you look familiar,” he says to me. “Do I know you from somewhere?”


  “Don’t think so.”


  “No, I’m good with faces. Give me a minute.”


  I turn away. We should abandon this mission pronto before he figures out that I’m that girl. I never thought I’d be recognized in Philly, especially now that all the press has died down.


  Robert snaps his fingers. “Can’t get it. You must look like someone.”


  “I have that kind of face.”


  I reach into my purse and pull out a pack of cards, putting it down on the bar. I put my hand back in, looking for something. “My stupid phone always gets lost in here.”


  “Oh,” Jessie says, picking up the cards. “Can you still do it?”


  “Do what?” Robert asks.


  “She can do magic,” Jessie enthuses.


  “Magic?”


  I aw-shucks kick at the floor. “Well, not magic exactly, but you know that card game? Three-card monte?”


  “Of course.”


  Jessie jumps in. “She can beat the game, every time.”


  “Impressive,” he says.


  “Anyone can do it.”


  “You’d finally be willing to teach me?” Jessie says.


  “Sure, why not.”


  I open the deck and find the three cards I need, then bend them in the middle, so they make a tent on the table. I show Robert the red queen. “This is the card you need to follow.”


  He nods. His face is puffy from too many stops at this bar on the way home, but he wasn’t a bad-looking guy once, if you go for the prep-school type.


  “Watch the queen.”


  I show it to him again, then start my shuffle. I flop the cards onto the table. The queen is in the middle, but if I’ve done it right, he should think it’s on the left.


  The bartender brings us our glasses of champagne. I take a sip. It’s cheap and sweet. No chance that it’s actually champagne, but grifters can’t be choosers.


  “Could I get an order of fish and chips?” I ask the bartender. He winks at me quickly. He’s seen this scam before, some version of it. And what does he care? He knows this guy is good for the bill.


  “Oh, that sounds good. Me too,” Jessie says. “Do you want anything, Robert? I bet you like the ploughman’s.”


  “I do, actually.”


  “I knew it.” Jessie rubs her hand along his arm. “So, we’ll have that too. Your drink okay?”


  “I’ll have another,” Robert says, pointing to his glass.


  The bartender turns to go, and Jessie picks up his glass and smells it. She wrinkles her nose. “Ugh, how do you drink this?”


  “I’ll teach you to appreciate it if you like.”


  Jessie smiles at him. “Maybe later. Let’s let . . . Oh my God, I forgot your name.”


  She means me. She’s slurring her words. She needs to slow down on the champagne.


  “It’s June.”


  “Right, of course, how silly of me. Robert, this is June.”


  We shake hands formally though we’re already past that stage.


  “June, finish the trick.”


  “So, Robert, which card do you choose?”


  He looks down at the cards on the bar. “I was distracted.”


  “That’s all right, I’ll do it again.”


  I go through the routine. His eyes have been following the wrong card the whole time. He points to the card on the left.


  “I just took your money.” I flip over the card to show him his mistake.


  “How did you do that?”


  “It’s simple.”


  I go through it again more slowly. Flash him the queen, then exaggerate the motion of switching it for another card.


  “It’s designed so that the player is following the wrong card,” I say. “That’s the trick.”


  “That’s cheating.”


  “If you know what to look for, you can win.”


  He sips on his drink slowly. “Show me again.”


  Several hours later, after more card lessons, a full bottle of what they’re passing off as champagne, and more food than I’ve eaten in a single meal in years, Jessie excuses herself to go to the restroom. Because it’s part of our plan, I know that the bar’s phone will ring in a moment, and so it does.


  “Shanty’s.” The bartender’s eyes flit to Robert. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll tell him.” He hangs up and walks over. “Time to settle up.”


  “What’s that?” Robert’s slurring his words, deep into his fourth glass.


  “You need to pay your bill, sir, and get home. That was your wife on the phone.”


  “My . . .” He slips his ring-bearing hand into his pocket, then makes a big show of looking at his watch. “It’s late. I should be getting along.”


  “One bill, sir?”


  “What? Yes, of course.”


  Jessie returns from the bathroom as the bartender puts the bill on the bar in front of Robert.


  “Is the party over?”


  “I’m afraid so, my dear. I, uh, have an early meeting in the morning.”


  “That’s too bad.”


  Robert takes his credit card out and passes it to the bartender without looking at the total. I can see it, though. Close to $500. This place certainly charges champagne prices.


  “It can’t be helped,” Robert says. “But I’d love to see you again.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  Jessie takes a pen out of her purse and writes her “number” on a bar napkin. The bartender gives Robert a credit card slip to sign, which he does hastily, adding a crappy tip. He passes it back and takes Jessie’s napkin, tucking it into his pocket.


  “I’ll be in touch.”


  “Do.”


  She presents her cheek to him and he kisses it. Then he gathers himself and walks unsteadily out the door.


  I watch him leave, then take a twenty out of my wallet and put it on the bar.


  “I noticed he left a bad tip,” I say.


  “Thanks,” the bartender says. “Another drink?”


  “I think we’re done here.”


  He nods knowingly as Jessie and I stand to go. We walk to the entrance and wait a moment to make sure that Robert is truly gone. When we make eye contact, we burst out laughing.


  “Should we go?” I ask when we’ve regained control of ourselves.


  “Let’s.”


  Outside, the air is cooler, and I wish I had a coat. But the alcohol and food are warm inside me as we lean against the building.


  “We did it,” Jessie says. “I can’t believe it.”


  “We did. We really did.”


  “Are we terrible for doing that to someone, even though that guy was a jerk?”


  “He was—”


  “Pleased with yourselves?” a gruff voice says behind us, making me jump.


  I turn around. It’s a woman with close-cropped blonde hair wearing a military peacoat.


  JJ.


  Chapter 17


  How Do You Say Goodbye?


  Covington was the one who told me that Todd was dead. Another text in the middle of the night, a light flashing next to me on the nightstand. I’d forgotten to turn off my phone because it was the end of term and I’d just graduated from J school. I’d gone to a party with this guy, Max, a guy I’d never paid much attention to, but who was good enough for that night. One thing had led to another, and he was breathing heavily next to me in my bed. He wore round glasses and had earnest ambitions about becoming the next Walter Cronkite or Brian Williams or whatever. The sex had been disappointing, so instead of dozing off in a comfortable haze, I was lying awake regretting my choices.


  When the text came in, I read it, then read it again. Covington had written: Yee-haw! Jester is dead! followed by a series of emojis that I think were meant to denote joy.


  Are you watching Top Gun? Again?


  No, dummy. Todd. Todd is DEAD.


  What? Are you sure?


  Yeah.


  How?


  My parents called.


  Holy shit.


  I KNOW.


  When did this happen?


  Couple days ago. Funeral is tomorrow.


  You going?


  Damn right. It’s going to be lit.


  You should come and dance on his grave with me.


  Todd was dead. I didn’t know what to feel. Happiness? Worry? Todd couldn’t touch me anymore, or anyone else. How did I feel about that?


  So, you coming, or what? Covington wrote.


  I’ll let you know in the morning. What time are you leaving?


  He told me, and I set an alarm and settled under the covers. Todd was dead. Somehow, I never thought of that as a solution. The regrets that had been keeping me awake drained away. I turned on my side, my back to Max, and fell into a deep sleep.


  In the morning, I shooed Max out, took a shower, and texted Covington that he should come pick me up. As the city, then the wilderness flashed by, I concentrated on one thing. Kiki.


  After I’d left the LOT, I’d tried to find a way to keep in touch with her, to let her know that the offer of rescue was still good, but it was impossible to reach her. The first summer, I borrowed Liam’s car and drove to the farmers’ market. I had my hair up in a baseball cap and sunglasses on—I was scared of being seen, caught, kidnapped in reverse. I waited around all day, but no one from the LOT ever showed. Feeling desperate when the market started packing up, I asked a few of the merchants I recognized whether they’d seen anyone from the Land of Todd.


  “You mean those cult people?” one girl about my age asked.


  I nodded.


  “They don’t come here no more. Not since last summer.”


  Not since I’d flown the coop. They must have figured out how Liam had gotten to me and had cut off that avenue of escape. What was I going to do?


  I could ask Liam, only I hadn’t told Liam about Kiki. He knew I had family in the cult, that my parents were still there, but I hadn’t gone into the details of anyone else who mattered to me. When I first left, I was in too much pain and guilt to talk about it. I’d left Kiki behind. Even then, I knew I shouldn’t have done that. I should’ve forced her down the hill with me, even if it meant increasing the chance of discovery. She didn’t know what she was doing when she said she wanted to stay. She was programmed, brainwashed. What would Liam think of me if he knew I’d abandoned her? I was ashamed, so eventually I tucked Kiki away. I tried not to think about her. She’d made her choice, and there was nothing I could do.


  I played all the time that had gone by over in my head on the drive to the LOT with Covington. It had been five years since I’d escaped. Five years since I’d seen Kiki. Would we be strangers to one another? Could she forgive me? Or was she now as brainwashed as our parents?


  We timed our arrival so that we wouldn’t have to run the gauntlet of stares and questions our being there would raise. Todd hadn’t left instructions, so they were burying him in the Back Forest, Covington’s parents had told him. The main camp was abandoned and silent when we got there. Memories flooded back as we picked our way through the woods. Then we were there. A hundred people huddled silently around his grave. I picked out Kiki immediately, went to her side, and slipped my hand into hers. She squeezed it tight without looking at me, and my worry seeped away.


  I looked around the circle defiantly, meeting the startled stares of the Toddians and avoiding those of my parents. What I wanted to do was make eye contact with Kiki. But when I finally did, I felt a chill run through me.


  She didn’t look much different; she was different. She used to be positive and innocent. She wasn’t the most confident girl, but she was sure of her beliefs and her place in the world. She had confidence that Todd was right, that the path would be revealed, that everything had its purpose, including her. Her eyes told a different story now. She’d seen and experienced things she hadn’t thought possible, and I was afraid to ask what they were.


  I leaned my head against hers and whispered into her ear. “You don’t need to be afraid anymore, Kiki.”


  I felt her go slack. “Oh, Jess. Of course I do.”


  JJ, Jessie, and I are sitting in the dark corner of another bar a few blocks away. JJ’s sitting across from us and she’s not smiling. She’s been observing us since we got to Philly, and she’s found us wanting.


  “We were just having a bit of fun,” I say.


  JJ ordered an old-fashioned, but she’s barely touched it, and the fizz from the champagne and grift has evaporated.


  “I saw that.”


  “I’m sorry. That was unacceptable.”


  “It was.”


  “I could explain, but no excuses.”


  “I appreciate that,” JJ says. “I don’t like excuses.”


  “I get it.”


  She squints at me. Her face is permanently lined from the sun from when she served in Afghanistan. The false arm and hook she wears when cooking is absent; her green army-surplus jacket is tucked neatly over where her left arm should be. Her hair is that white, albino blonde you usually only see in children, her eyes a deep brown.


  “You do?” she asks.


  “You’ve seen enough bad in your life.”


  “I’ve certainly seen enough of you two.”


  “We deserve that. As I said, no excuses.”


  “Right.”


  She finally picks up her drink and swallows half the glass.


  “I am curious, though,” I say.


  “What about?”


  “Why didn’t you walk away when you saw what we were doing? Why stay and watch? Why reveal yourself?”


  JJ smiles slowly. Her teeth are straight and white, and the charisma I saw on YouTube finally shines through. “I’ve been asking myself those very questions.”


  “Any answers?”


  “Curiosity.”


  “Killed the cat,” Jessie blurts. I stomp on her foot, but not too hard because I’m pretty sure she’s drunk. Whether it’s on the champagne or the high of taking Robert for $455 including a shitty tip, I’m not sure.


  “That it did.” JJ finishes her drink and looks like she’s thinking about another. “Okay, so yeah, I’m curious. But I shouldn’t be. I should stay the fuck out of it.”


  “That’s what I said,” Jessie says.


  “Then why didn’t you?”


  “Curiosity for sure. Plus, she’s pretty persuasive, this one.” Jessie points her thumb at me.


  “Oh yeah?”


  “I’m a librarian in Upstate New York.”


  “What’s that got to do with it?”


  She motions to herself. “Do I seem like the kind of person who’d willingly come all this way to try to talk someone into searching for the person who stole my money?”


  “You do not.”


  “Exactly.”


  “So, what are you doing here?”


  “She gave me this whole speech about how we were a band of brothers and we had to stop Jessica Two before someone lost more than just their money.”


  “Jessica Two?”


  “It’s what I call her,” I say.


  “I am so fucking confused right now.” JJ leans back in the booth. She catches the eye of our waitress, and that silent signal for more passes between them.


  “I’m Jessica One,” I say. “To me, anyway. So, when I met the other Jessica, and she did that thing she does—you know, Oh, we have the same name, how unusual—I started thinking of her as Jessica Two. Jessie’s Jessica Three. You’re Four.”


  “Why do you get to be One?”


  The waitress delivers JJ her drink. She holds the glass in her one hand, staring at the liquid in the murky light.


  “This might be the stupidest fucking conversation I’ve had in a long time, and that’s including the one I had with her. No wonder she took our money,” JJ says.


  I lean forward. “Okay, let’s forget about what to call her, or us. We don’t have to be a band of brothers, or a band of Jessicas, or anything. But she took something from us. She did. And we should try to get it back.”


  “What makes you think you’ll succeed?”


  “I have no idea if I will. But I feel like the three of us together have a better chance than me alone.”


  JJ looks me in the eye. “She’s not going to like this, you know.”


  “Who cares what she likes or wants.”


  “You should care.”


  “Why?”


  “Because she doesn’t stop at taking your money. If she thinks you’re a threat, she’ll come for more than that.”


  “How do you know that?” Jessie asks.


  “Because that’s what she did to me.”


  Chapter 18


  You Know the Drill


  JJ’s story has a familiar ring to it. When she got back from Afghanistan and finished her rehab, she decided to pursue her first love, cooking. She did great in chef school despite her disability, but when she graduated, she couldn’t get a job. She was receiving a disability pension from the VA, but she was down. A friend of hers hired her to cater a dinner party to try to kick-start a business, and over drinks in the kitchen they were joking about all the silly advice she was getting.


  “Stay positive seemed to be the most consistent one,” JJ says. She points to her missing arm. “Like, forget this ever happened! Think of your blessings! You are such a lucky person!”


  “Sounds annoying,” I say.


  “I’ll say. But it got us thinking. If people buy into that shit, then maybe we should take it to its logical conclusion. Like, you want positive? I’ll show you positive. And that’s how the relentlessly positive one-armed lady chef was born.”


  “Is that what you call yourself?” Jessie asks.


  “Not overtly. But it’s the not-too-subtle subtext of the YouTube channel I started. Anyway, we were right. We started filming videos in my kitchen, inviting other chefs I’d heard of from around town to guest on the show and they’d have to say yes, because who turns down a one-armed army vet?”


  “No one,” I say.


  “Exactly. And then we’d get them to promo it to their customers and on their social, and pretty soon we’d taken off. We got this massive bump when Bourdain retweeted one of my videos, and then everyone wanted in on the action.”


  “Advertisers?”


  She finishes her drink. “Yep. Knives, appliances, you name it. I was getting big ad buys. I bought a house, paid off my debts, things were going well. Being relentlessly positive didn’t come so hard for a while.”


  “And then?”


  “The paper did a profile on me. Mentioned the kind of ad revenue I was getting. I got a lot of business from that profile. I even cut it out and had it laminated and hung it on the wall of my kitchen and everything. You’ve got to laugh.”


  “More relentless positivity?” I ask.


  She grimaces. “You know it. Anyway, a couple months later, I got invited to give a demonstration at a cooking expo in Des Moines.”


  “You were flattered.”


  “Course I was. She knows how to get to a person’s soft spot.”


  “Was it made up?” Jessie asks. “The convention?”


  “No, it was real.”


  “Mine was made up.”


  “That right?” JJ gives her a look of pity. But we’ve all been taken for fools.


  “How do you think she managed it?” I ask.


  JJ shrugs. “Never thought much about that part, to be honest. For all I know, she applied for me. It wasn’t a real ‘invitation,’ if I think about it. More like a confirmation that I was attending, with my travel and hotel information.”


  “Applying on your behalf would be easy for her,” I say.


  “For anyone, really. It’s not like they check ID when you’re offering up your money.”


  A group of girls who are clearly part of a bachelorette party tumble into the bar. The bride’s got a toilet paper veil on her head, and her eyes are already moving in separate directions.


  “Good point,” I say. “When did she contact you?”


  “On the way home. There was a group transport to the airport, which meant I got to the airport about four hours before my flight.”


  “So you went to the bar?” I ask.


  “That where you met her—an airport bar?”


  “Yep,” I say. “Not Jessie, but they did go for a drink.”


  “So, she likes to drink,” JJ says. “That’s something, I guess.”


  “Not unique.”


  “She drank scotch,” Jessie says.


  “That right? I guess she likes scotch.”


  “How did she make the connection?” I ask. “About the name.”


  “As simple as introducing ourselves.”


  “And then you played the game?”


  “Jessica Williams Twenty Questions? Yes.”


  “And a few days later, you were missing a bunch of money.”


  “That too.”


  Jessie pulls a pad of paper out of her purse. “We should get all the details, right? Like you did with me? See what we can match up.”


  “In a minute,” I say. “I’m curious about something else first.”


  “What’s that?” JJ asks. She’s almost drowned out by the loud laughter of the bachelorette party two tables over. They’ve all got pieces of paper in their hands, comparing notes about something they find hilarious.


  Sometimes lives intersect at the oddest moments. I don’t ever see myself in their position, laughing without care the night before a wedding, especially not my own.


  “What else did she do to you?” I ask.


  JJ leans back, holding her empty glass against her chest. “She made sure I’d keep my mouth shut. Or that if I didn’t, it wouldn’t matter.”


  “How?”


  “By destroying my credibility.”


  “Why would she do that?” Jessie asks.


  “Probably because I was trying to track her down.”


  “How?” I ask.


  “I knew this guy in army intelligence, and he was working on tracing the money transfers. She must’ve gotten an alert.”


  “What happened then?”


  JJ takes out her phone. “It’ll be easier to show you than explain.” She opens her photo app and scrolls through her photos. “I screenshot it all, so I’d have proof even though I had to delete a bunch of my social accounts.”


  She passes me the phone. It’s a picture of a tweet JJ sent out using some super offensive language about the locals she encountered in Afghanistan, saying that she was happy about what she’d done to them.


  “I didn’t tweet that,” she says.


  “Jessica Two?” Jessie says.


  “Of course.”


  “What happened?” I ask.


  “What do you think? It blew up. I lost sponsors, cancel culture . . . you know. I had to go in person to each of them and explain what happened to me, not that it made much difference. And then I got this.” She takes her phone back and goes to her texts. She hands it to me again and I read it.


  Don’t try to find me, it says, or this is just the beginning.


  Back in another anonymous hotel room, I don’t know what my next step should be.


  Jessie and I left JJ about an hour ago. We found a cheap motel nearby and booked into two separate rooms. JJ didn’t offer to let us stay with her.


  “She doesn’t want us to know where she lives,” Jessie says as we stand in front of our separate doors. We’re somewhere near a highway, and the buzz of cars zooming along pavement fills the night.


  “Trust no one,” I say.


  “What’s that?”


  “Nothing. I’ll see you in the morning.”


  I go through my nightly routine in a desultory way, mulling over the events of the day. At Jessie’s urging, JJ told us that Jessica Two had given similar details about her life to the ones she gave to me and to Jessie. JJ’s Jessica had blonde beachy waves and green eyes, but she couldn’t remember much else. She didn’t have any photographs; Jessica Two had been able to do the transfers without going into the bank. JJ said she’d been pretty, friendly, and sympathetic. All the hallmarks of a good grifter.


  I change into my pajamas, pull back the cheap sheets, and lie on my back. Another cracked ceiling, though the patterns are different. My body is tired, but my brain’s awake—not a good sign for sleeping. My phone buzzes. It’s Liam asking how things are going. I start a text, then change my mind and call.


  “Hey,” he says. His voice sounds worn out—his after-midnight voice—which I know from shadowing him on stakeouts and when I used to help him with late-night sessions with new members of The Twists who needed company to keep the nightmares at bay. We’ve drifted apart over the last couple of years. It’s only now that we’re back in regular contact that I realize how much I’ve missed him.


  “Hey.”


  “Where are you?”


  “In Philly.”


  “You met JJ?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And?”


  Liam’s voice in my ear is both soothing and, to be frank, stimulating. I turn on my side and press my hand between my legs.


  “Jessica Two stole her money.”


  “How?”


  I tell him what JJ said as I press my palm into myself. My breathing is slightly accelerated. This is wrong, to be using Liam this way, but God it feels good.


  “What are you doing?” Liam asks.


  “Nothing.” I pull my hand away and rest it on the outside of the covers. The blanket is old and torn in the corner, and God knows what’s occurred under it. “Talking to you.”


  “You sound out of breath.”


  “Must be the connection.”


  “Mmm.”


  I’m blushing, happy Liam can’t see me. “So, what do you think? What should we do next?”


  “I think you should come home.”


  “Just give up?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “Have you checked Facebook or Twitter today?”


  “No, I’ve been busy.”


  “You should.”


  “Why? And how do you know what’s happening on Facebook or Twitter?”


  He coughs. “Miller told me.”


  “Miller told you what?”


  “There’s another story out. About you.”


  I’m fully awake now, all thoughts of fantasy cast off.


  “What about me?”


  “Did you . . .” Liam’s hesitation does not make me feel better.


  “Out with it.”


  “Did you plagiarize your thesis?”


  I sit up. “What? No.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Of course I’m sure.”


  I slaved over that final paper for months, barely getting it in on time. I was proud of it.


  “Well, then, how do you explain it?”


  “What is it, exactly?”


  My phone buzzes in my hand.


  “I sent you a link. Take a look.”


  I pull the phone away from my ear and put it on speaker while I check out the link. It’s to a piece written by my old nemesis at FeedNews, James, who seems to be back, and in my job.


  FeedNews can exclusively reveal that our former reporter, Jessica Williams, has a long history of plagiarism. We’ve obtained a copy of her senior thesis from Columbia. As you can see from the comparisons below, large passages of the document are copied from various other sources without attribution . . .


  “Jess?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You okay?”


  “Not sure.”


  “Take me off speaker,” Liam says.


  I comply and put the phone back up to my ear. My heart is skipping.


  “You didn’t plagiarize?” Liam asks.


  “No. I swear to you.”


  “Is this just James getting back at you?”


  “No, it’s . . . She did the same thing to JJ.”


  I tell him about the tweet, the aftermath, and Jessica Two’s warnings to JJ.


  “You should come home,” Liam says again firmly when I finish.


  “I will soon.”


  “Tomorrow.”


  “Jeez, yes, Dad.”


  He clears his throat in a way that lets me know I’ve gone too far.


  “She hasn’t reached out to you, has she?” he asks after a moment.


  “No,” I lie. If I tell Liam I’ve been communicating with her, he’ll be on the next plane to Philly, and I need to do this part on my own.


  I can hear Liam fretting through the line. Pacing back and forth in his loft in the Meatpacking District that he bought a zillion years ago when the early-morning streets were stained with blood, not booze.


  “Jess.”


  “What?”


  “I’m worried about you.”


  “I know. But I’ll be okay.”


  “Will you?”


  “I’ve made it this far, haven’t I?”


  “That’s true.”


  “So, give me some credit.”


  “I give you a lot.”


  I close my eyes. I wish it could always be like this. That there didn’t need to be crises and lies to bring us together.


  “Tell me more.”


  He laughs gently. “Good night, Jessica.”


  “Good night, Liam.”


  “I’ll see you soon?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good,” he says, then hangs up.


  I rest the phone on my chest and think about all the things that Jessica Two has done. She doesn’t fuck around. But that’s okay.


  I don’t either.


  Chapter 19


  Planning Committee


  After Todd’s funeral, the sun came out, like God approved of what we’d done. Kiki and I left the woods and the others behind and sat on the dock and caught up on what we’d missed in each other’s lives. I had more to tell, as I’d been out in the world, getting an education, living on my own. She’d been trapped in the Land of Todd, where nothing changed, but everything had, I learned, after I escaped.


  “No more visits to town unless you were an elder, no more free time on Saturdays, and all the books were thrown away. A lot of other things.” She shivered though the sun was warm. “They cracked down so that no one else would escape.”


  “But Covington got out,” I said.


  “Covington?”


  “Oh, sorry, that’s the name he uses now. Here, I think he was called Terrence.”


  “Oh.”


  Kiki was blushing. I couldn’t believe it.


  “He’s five years younger than us,” I said.


  “So? He was cute.”


  “Still is. Did something happen between you two?”


  “That’s forbidden.”


  “Oh, Kiki.”


  “What?”


  “Do you actually believe in that stuff? Still?”


  Kiki looked out at the water. It was a large man-made pond, not a proper lake, though we always called it the lake. It was the only place I’d felt free as a child, those moments when we were allowed to cast off our uniforms and leap from the dock into the water. We were plunged into the cool, and we felt cleansed of our lives. At least one thing Todd said was true.


  “I didn’t say I believed,” Kiki said. “I said it was forbidden.”


  “Not now, though.”


  “You think so?”


  “Of course. Todd’s dead. You’re all free.”


  She turned to look at me. Her eyes were a clear blue, like the sky above. She was always the most beautiful of all of us, inside and out. Was that why Todd chose me instead of her to enact whatever terrible ritual was waiting for me on the other end of the wedding dress? Because he saw something dark inside me?


  “Are you free?” Kiki asked, and I didn’t know what to say.


  “We need another Jessica,” I say to JJ and Jessie the next morning in another coffee shop with a view of the river. It’s windy out and the river’s choppy. I watch a runner try to keep her hat on as she dips her head and pushes into the wind. “We locate another Jessica and use her as bait.”


  “How are we going to do that?” JJ asks. She’s wearing a different army jacket today, one with a flag over her (our) last name. Her short hair looks translucent in the light from the fluorescents above.


  “I’ve got a friend who has some connections.”


  “Liam, you mean,” Jessie says. She ordered a scone and a yogurt, then put the yogurt on the scone as if it’s clotted cream. It looks kind of disgusting, but I suspect it might be tasty.


  “That’s right.”


  “Is that how you found me?” Jessie asks.


  “That and your nosy neighbors.”


  She bites her lip and looks down into her cup of coffee, milk, and three sugars. She must have one of those bird metabolisms.


  “So, we need to find another victim?” JJ asks.


  “No, a potential victim. We need to create a good target.”


  “How are we going to do that?”


  “We know how she works, right? One of us does well, gets mentioned in the news, and she gets a Google Alert. So, we find someone who on the surface is a good candidate, and we build up a social profile for her—maybe she has a rich relative die, or something like that, I haven’t worked out all the details—and then we set off the alarm.”


  “Which is?”


  “She talks about how she’s going on a trip.”


  “But I thought Jessica Two was the one who reached out to her victims?” Jessie says. “Like what she did to me and JJ.”


  “Not all the time. She didn’t reach out to me. Look, I know it’ll take a bit of time to plan to get it right. What I need to know is, are you willing to help?”


  “Define help,” JJ says. She didn’t order anything to eat, but then again, she slept in her own bed last night.


  “Whatever’s needed, and to be there when it goes down.”


  “Like, actually meet her?” Jessie asks.


  “That was always the plan.”


  She raises her shoulders to her ears. “That sounds dangerous.”


  “I think it’s more dangerous not to do it.”


  “Why?” JJ asks. “What’s happened?”


  “She’s ruining my life.”


  “I thought she did that already?”


  I shake my head. “No. One plagiarism count . . . it’s bad, don’t get me wrong, but I could come back from it. I could’ve laid low and in a year or two when everyone’s forgotten about me and moved on to some other scandal, I could’ve made my way back. People like giving people a second chance, if they’re worth it. If they’re redeemable.”


  “And now you’re not?”


  “Bingo.”


  “Why?”


  The waitress approaches our table with a coffee carafe. I place my hand over my cup. I don’t need any more caffeine today. “This guy that I used to work with ‘found’ my senior thesis from J school, and he says it’s plagiarized. It’s all over the internet. But I didn’t do it this time. That’s not the paper I wrote, I mean, not mostly. Someone’s gone in and changed it.”


  “Couldn’t you prove that was the case?”


  “I don’t think I have an original copy anymore.” I’d thrown all that stuff out when I moved into my current semicloset. “It’s in a digital archive. Who knows if they even kept the paper original. Someone who knows what they’re doing could go in and change some key passages, and there wouldn’t be any evidence left about what I wrote.”


  “What about your senior adviser?”


  “I doubt she’d remember—it wasn’t that good. And imagine how many she’s had to read since then. Now I’m a serial cheater. It’s a pattern going way back. I am totally fucked.”


  “So,” Jessie says, “what’s finding Jessica Two going to do about it?”


  “If we catch her, I can write about what happened to all of us. I can redeem myself. Plus, get my money back. Get your money back. That could help you, too, JJ. And you, Jessie.”


  “How?” JJ takes her coffee black, and the steam’s curling over the cup like a witch’s cauldron.


  “You think those rumors in your town are actually the work of that woman, Leanne?”


  Jessie looks struck by the thought.


  “It was probably Jessica Two, don’t you think?” I press.


  “I guess.”


  “And nothing’s changed since you agreed to come with me. She still has our money; she still has to be stopped. No one but us is going to do anything about it.”


  Jessie looks grim. “You’re not going to start quoting Shakespeare again, are you?”


  “If that’s what it takes.”


  “Please don’t,” JJ says. “All this rah-rah-rah is making me feel like I’m back in the army.”


  “Okay, I won’t. But will you help me?”


  I reach my hand out to the middle of the table, palm down. JJ gives me a wry smile, then reaches out with her good hand. I meet her eyes across our stacked limbs and smile.


  “Jessie?”


  “Yeah, okay, fine.”


  She adds her hand. I feel the extra weight and let it sit there for a minute. Then I dip my hand and raise it, bumping theirs up into the air.


  “And, break!”


  Chapter 20


  New York State of Mind


  I’m back in the city and it feels weird. Like when I first got here with Liam, after the Catskills, when he thought it was safe. At first all I could notice was the smell. The smells. Garbage and urine and whatever it is that makes the air that comes out of the subway vents smell that way. There were so many people. I’d grown up almost without touch, and now, walking down the street meant being pressed up against any number of strangers. I didn’t know what the street signs meant. I didn’t know how to hail a cab or read a subway map. I’d never heard the word bodega.


  I was like one of the characters in a movie who travels through time or gets defrosted after two hundred years. Only, I’d been living in this time all my life, so nobody gave me any quarter.


  TV is what saved me. I sat in Liam’s loft when I wasn’t shadowing him, and I studied sitcoms and reality shows and news programs like they were my high school. I watched movies and music videos, and sometimes I’d have music going at the same time as a show because I was a sponge and I needed to soak up as much as I could in the shortest amount of time possible. I’d repeat the lines I’d heard till the expressions rolled off my tongue easily. I even changed the way I pronounced words from the slightly elongated vowels of the Land of Todd to the shorter ones of the newscaster. I picked up the pace of my speech, too, because New York was always in a hurry: Hurry up, move it, move it!


  After a year of doing that, I sat down with real books and I got my GED and I wrote a kick-ass essay and scored well on the SAT, and some other doors opened for me. Todd took the power of the pen seriously, so we’d all learned how to write well, even if it was mostly in praise of him. If I was ready to leave the nest and move into a dorm, I could break free of Todd once and for all, make friends, reinvent myself. I could tell the new people I met that I was anyone I wanted to be.


  I could’ve been anything I wanted to be.


  I think about that now as I leave the train station and decide to walk back to my apartment. I need to reacclimate myself to the city, even though I’ve only been gone for less than a week. The first things I notice, like all those years ago, are the smells and the dust and the noise. It’s so loud here. There’s never a moment of peace.


  I walk through the Sunday pedestrian traffic swiftly. It’s a humid, bright day, and there are women in bright sundresses and men in shorts. I wish I had sunglasses and that I was wearing a summer dress, but I press on. The blocks fall away. My backpack is cutting into my shoulders and my feet are starting to hurt. I need new running shoes, but I should keep the unnecessary expenses to a minimum. Who knows how much this next phase is going to cost?


  A few blocks from the Village, my phone vibrates in my pocket. It’s Covington.


  You back in town?


  Yep.


  Drink?


  You bet.


  Before I can put my phone away, it rings. Liam.


  “Hey,” I say. “What’s up?”


  “Where are you?”


  An ambulance barrels down the street, its siren deafening. I wait for it to pass.


  “I’m a few blocks from my place.”


  “You just get back?”


  “Yeah. I’m going to drop my stuff, then go meet Covington.”


  “Covington?” His voice rises in surprise.


  “He texted for a drink.”


  “Ah.”


  “What?”


  He clears his throat. “Nothing. Call me tomorrow.”


  “Wait, why did you call?”


  But he’s already hung up. I stop walking and some sweaty guy in a suit slams into my shoulder.


  “Hey!” he says. “I’m walking here.”


  I flip him the bird. Maybe when all this is over, I’ll move somewhere else. Somewhere less aggressive.


  I look at my phone as if it might hold the answers to why Liam called me. And why he suddenly seems to have a problem with Covington. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he sounded jealous.


  “Ha!” I say out loud.


  “What’s your problem, lady?” says another red-faced man in a suit.


  It’s definitely time to leave this city.


  The plan is to meet Covington at Fiddlesticks, which gives me enough time to change clothes and take a cooling shower. The train smell clings to my clothes, and I toss them into the dirty-clothes hamper with a grimace. My roommates have reverted back to their natural state in my absence: there are dirty dishes in the sink and fruit flies hovering over some half-finished toast and jam sitting on the counter.


  I start to pick it up, then stop. I’ll deal with it later.


  When I get to the bar, Covington’s sitting on the same stool I was on when Liam found me there—was that only a week ago? It seems like forever and a day. His clothing is loose and comfortable and a weird collection of things that don’t match. Cargo shorts in a dark-purple color, an orange plaid short-sleeve shirt that could keep someone from getting shot out in the woods in hunting season, and a knit cap slung low on the back of his head.


  He pulls me in for a big hug.


  “You smell like a pine forest,” he says.


  “Jeez, thanks. I showered and everything.”


  I sit on the stool next to him and signal to the bartender for a beer. He gives me a thumbs-up; I guess I’ve been coming in here more often than I thought.


  “You need more than a shower to get the stench of the Land of Todd off you.”


  My head spins toward him. “How did you . . . Liam told you he took me there, didn’t he?”


  “Maybe yes, maybe no.”


  “Stuff it.”


  “Okay, yes.”


  “Did he tell you why?”


  He shrugs. “Some shit about healing or letting go. You know how Liam is.”


  “Yeah.”


  “He wanted me to go up there too. Thought it might do me some good.”


  “That right? Liam’s being a bit weird lately.”


  “How so?”


  I meet Covington’s eyes in the mirror. My face is flushed. Cov’s a good-looking guy, but I’ve never thought about him romantically.


  “He maybe thinks there’s something going on between you and me.”


  Covington starts to laugh.


  “What?” I say. “Hey. It’s not that funny.”


  He shakes his head and composes himself. “No, no, it’s not that.”


  “What, then?”


  “Liam doesn’t think there’s something going on between us.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because he knows I’m with Daisy.”


  “Well, maybe he thinks I have a crush on you—he keeps acting funny when you come up.”


  The bartender comes over with my beer. I’m thinking about downing it in one long gulp like I used to do at frat parties as a party trick.


  “Put that on my tab,” Cov says.


  “No, what? I got it.”


  “My tab. I insist.”


  “Fine. Whatever. In that case, I’ll take a menu too.”


  The bartender nods and goes to fetch it for me. I flash back to the other night in the bar with Jessie. That stunt we pulled. Liam would be livid.


  “Don’t take advantage,” Covington says.


  I feel a shiver of guilt. “I wasn’t planning on it. Like I said, I can pay my own way.”


  I hold up the menu and point to the calamari plate. It’s a thousand million calories, but I feel like I need some fat in my system to cushion the blow. The bartender nods again and punches in the order.


  Covington drums his fingers on the bar. “That woman, that other Jessica, she took all your money, right?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “And you haven’t gotten another job?”


  “True.”


  “Probably pretty hard to do that with this new plagiarism thing, I bet.”


  I pick up the beer and start to drink. It slides down easily, but I stop after a few swallows. I couldn’t eat that terrible train food, and my stomach is beyond empty.


  “I’m guessing.”


  “Any idea how that happened?”


  “I have a few.”


  “You are kind of channeling Liam right now, you know that?”


  “Sorry.”


  “And if Liam’s acting weird when you bring me up, it’s because he’s jealous.”


  “What? No.”


  “Oh, come on. Everyone knows he’s had a thing for you for years.”


  “Years?”


  I look at myself in the glass behind the bar. It’s been a while since I gave myself a good look. I don’t see anything special. I never have.


  Is what Covington’s saying true? How do I even process this?


  “Don’t worry, it’s not like we talk about it on a regular basis or anything.”


  “That’s a relief.”


  “I mean, Miller thinks it’s a bit weird because of the age difference, but Daisy told him to shut it.”


  Great, they’ve all been talking about me. “He’s not that much older than me.”


  Twelve years. An impossible gap at eighteen, but now?


  “We don’t have to discuss it if you don’t want,” Covington says.


  I lean against his arm. “Thanks, Cov.” The bartender brings my order and I put some cash on the bar. “See, I can pay for myself.”


  “I didn’t doubt it. You must have some of the settlement money left.”


  The settlement. We learned after Todd died that he’d amassed massive wealth. All those “dues” he was charging people like my parents to come live in the LOT. The “buy-in” that was required if you wanted to stay permanently. Any money you had, any money you inherited or could scam off concerned family members with promises of coming home if they’d wire the money, went to him. In the end, he was sitting on a gold mine.


  I can’t remember who first posted the idea in that Facebook group we had, but it caught hold quickly. Somebody knew a lawyer. Somebody wrote a nasty letter to Todd’s heirs, family members he hadn’t talked to in decades because they weren’t “in the Family,” and threatened to expose their connection to him. They fought briefly, then caved pretty spectacularly. The money was divided among the children because we were the innocent victims. We each got an equal share.


  “I used most of that on my student loans.”


  “Ah.”


  “You?”


  “That was my seed money for the day-trading.”


  “And now?”


  “I’ve done all right.”


  “I’m happy for you.”


  Covington looks down at his hands. He flips his arm over to show me his brand. “I’ve looked into getting this removed, you know?”


  “Yeah?”


  “It’s not a tattoo, though, so there isn’t anything they can do about it.”


  “That sucks.”


  “It does.”


  I push my plate toward him. “You want some of these?”


  “Sure.”


  We eat silently for a few minutes. The calamari are crisp and fatty, exactly as they should be, a perfect accompaniment to the beer. We each order another round as the music thrums, encasing us. I listen to the snatches of conversation that reach me from the other patrons. Someone wants to form a union. Someone’s asking if they can live with no money for a while.


  “What was it like?” Covington asks eventually as he licks some aioli sauce from his fingers.


  “What was what like?”


  “Come on, Jess.”


  I finish the second beer. I want another, but I need to keep my wits about me.


  “About how you’d expect, probably. It smelled the same, you know? But all the buildings looked smaller.”


  “I can’t believe our parents raised us there.”


  “I know.”


  “You ever forgive them?”


  “Nope. You?”


  “Not a fucking chance.”


  Chapter 21


  Replacements


  After the funeral and the conversation on the dock with Kiki, I was feeling down. Not because Todd was dead, but because of everything that Todd had done. Kiki was right. I was as stuck as the rest of them. I might’ve left, but I hadn’t moved on. Besides Liam and The Twists, I didn’t have any close friends. My life didn’t feel permanent, and despite all my studying, I didn’t fit in at college like everyone else did. I had a fake backstory ready for when people asked: I’d grown up in a small town that no one had ever heard of, been homeschooled, moved to the big city, and that was it. Nothing to see here, folks! I never mentioned Todd. I never used the word cult. The scar on my wrist was hidden most of the time and was from an accident, if someone happened to see it. My parents were dead.


  Only they weren’t. My mother, Therese, was standing right there in front of me as I walked back to the Gathering Place. She was dressed in white—Todd hated black, and I’d worn a black dress to the funeral out of spite rather than mourning—and her hair had gone completely gray. She’d cut it short, and with her thinness and the hard planes of her face, she might’ve been a man. She still had that light in her eyes, though, this clear certainty that dissuaded me from asking too many questions.


  I’d avoided eye contact with her and my father during the funeral, but I couldn’t help but notice that there was a child standing with them. She looked to be about four, though it was hard to tell, as children in the Land of Todd were often small for their age. She was dressed in one of the Scout uniforms I used to wear, and her blonde hair was in two braids. She looked enough like me at that age that it was disconcerting. Who was she? Had my parents had a replacement child after I’d left? No, that was impossible—they were too old. Did they kidnap her from somewhere? I wouldn’t put it past them. Why was my mother holding her hand? Why was this little girl leaning against my mother as if she was someone who could provide comfort?


  What the hell was happening?


  “Hello, Jessica,” my mother said when I’d gotten to within ten feet of her.


  “Therese.”


  She flinched. “I wish you’d call me Mom.”


  “You must be joking. ‘There are no mothers or fathers. Only citizens. We all belong to one another—’”


  “Stop.”


  “What? You don’t want to hear the words of your precious Todd anymore?”


  My father came out of the lodge with my aunt Tanya. He went by the name Trevor, a T name like the rest of them. I was supposed to change my name to one when I turned eighteen, but that had never happened. I wondered what Kiki’s name was now, but I also didn’t want to know.


  My father wasn’t wearing white. Just a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt that had a faded college logo on it. His hair was gray, too, and I wondered how old my parents were. One more thing Todd had stolen from me—the basic details of the members of my family were lost to me.


  “Jessica, don’t talk to your mother like that.”


  “My mother. Ha. Right, sure, Trevor. Whatever.”


  My mother’s lips were trembling, and she was doing what I did when I was nervous: rubbing the scar on her wrist over and over like it was a magic talisman.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean—”


  “You didn’t mean to what? Ruin my life? Ruin the lives of the rest of our family?”


  Kiki was standing next to me now. She rested a hand on my shoulder. I shrugged it off.


  “Honestly, Therese, how could you? I mean, if you wanted to come here and live with that monster, so be it. But then you had a child. You had me. And you stayed anyway. Even when Todd made us move up the hill and told us to sit this way and talk that way. You had to know that was wrong. You had to.”


  “I didn’t . . . I couldn’t . . .”


  “Right. Sure. And what was supposed to happen on my eighteenth birthday? What was supposed to happen in that cabin right over there?”


  I pointed to the cabin that I’d built all by myself the year I was seventeen. Maybe someone else lived there now. One of Todd’s other playthings.


  My mother was as white as her clothing. Tanya and Trevor stood on the porch, looking down at us. Then that girl came out. The one who’d been standing near my mother at the funeral.


  “You couldn’t protect me from whatever was supposed to happen. So, I had to leave. And the only thing I feel bad about is that I didn’t drag Kiki with me and burn this motherfucking place to the ground as we left.”


  “Jessica! Don’t speak that way.”


  “Why? Because you can’t take it? Because that little girl is standing there? Who the hell is she, anyway?”


  My mother looked at the ground, and I knew. Wherever she came from, she was my replacement.


  I felt manic and unhinged. I couldn’t control my shaking body or the words flying out of my mouth.


  “Where are her parents? Why the fuck is she treating you like you’re her mother? I want some fucking answers.”


  “Jessica.” It was Kiki, speaking low, her voice shaking. “Leave it.”


  “Leave it?”


  I looked at her. Her eyes were filled with tears. “Please?”


  I felt as if I were going to shatter. “Yeah, fine, fuck it. But there’s one thing I’m not going to do.”


  “What?”


  “I’m not leaving you behind, not this time, even if I have to take you out of here kicking and screaming.”


  Kiki smiled at me for the first time that day. “I’d kick and scream if you left me here.”


  Many, many beers later with Covington, I do something I’m going to end up regretting.


  I go see Liam.


  I do not give him a heads-up. No text. No call. I settle up my tab and tell Covington I have to head out. I do this because with each beer I drink, my anger with Liam for taking me back to the LOT grows. I know this isn’t rational. I asked him to go with me to see Jessie, which brought us near Schroon, and the rest, well, the rest was predictable. But, still. He didn’t have to stir all that up again. He knows how hard I’ve worked to put it behind me. To lead a seminormal life.


  Yeah, Liam. You hear me? That was not okay.


  I need to tell him. Not in a text, not over the phone, but in person.


  So that’s what I’m doing. I’m on the subway heading in his direction, keenly aware that I’m one of those drunk people on the subway, weaving slightly, maybe even muttering aloud to herself.


  But who cares? Who cares, Preppy Boy with the large headphones that I can still hear music through who’s staring at me? I have something to say and I will not be denied.


  So long as I don’t pass out before I get there.


  I wait outside Liam’s apartment building until someone leaves. I don’t want to ring his bell and be denied entry. Not that he’s ever done that before, but I have a feeling tonight might be different. Maybe because I feel different. For once, there’s nothing about Liam that’s intimidating me. Alcohol is a wonderful thing.


  I walk up the three flights of stairs to the top floor. The entrance to Liam’s apartment is a heavy metal sliding door on a track that’s almost too much for me to open. One of his many security precautions. Plus, it won’t be unlocked. It’s never unlocked. And no key to find lying around somewhere. Nope. So, I have to knock. I have to knock.


  I am knocking.


  As I’m knocking, I hear a sound. A laugh. A woman’s laughter. Oh my God. Liam has a woman in there. What am I doing? I should get the hell out of here.


  I turn to leave but it’s too late. The heavy door slides open and Liam’s standing there. He’s wearing his usual dark jeans and a gray button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. A blast of cold air hits me in the face; Liam likes to keep his apartment frigid.


  “Jess? What’s going on?”


  “It’s nothing. You have . . . company.”


  “What? Oh no, that’s just Diane.”


  He steps back, and I see “just Diane” standing by the kitchen counter. She doesn’t look too pleased at the interruption or the way that Liam referred to her. She’s a tall, thin brunette wearing slacks and a cashmere sweater, and the way she’s holding herself is so assured that it reminds me of Jessica Two. I need to get the fuck out of here.


  “Hi,” I say lamely, waving hello at this woman. She’s about thirty-five, maybe even forty. Closer to Liam’s age.


  “Hi,” she says. Her voice is cultured and smart. Adult. Oh, stop it, Jess. If you keep going, you’re going to fall in love with her.


  “What’s going on?” Liam asks again.


  “I wanted to ask you something.”


  “Yes?”


  “Do you think . . . Could we have a minute alone?”


  “That’s my cue to go,” Diane says.


  “You don’t have to,” I say.


  Please go, please go, please go. There’s a wineglass on the kitchen counter and evidence of dinner. No candles, though. Not that I think that Liam would ever prepare a candlelit dinner for someone, but it still looks intimate.


  “It’s all right. I’ve got an early meeting in the morning.”


  She picks up this beautiful white linen blazer that’s hanging on the back of one of Liam’s bar chairs. Then she grabs a kind of attaché case, which also makes me feel better, like the lack of candles. And also the fact that it’s Sunday. People don’t have dates on Sundays, right?


  Liam watches her gather her things without saying anything. I can’t tell if he’s pissed, but he probably is. I would be if I were interrupted by a drunk guy while I was having dinner with this nice lady or her male equivalent.


  “I’ll talk to you tomorrow?” she asks Liam.


  “Sure,” he says.


  She hesitates. Is she waiting for a kiss? A handshake? Whatever it is, she decides she isn’t getting it. “Night, Liam.” She stops in front of me and holds out her hand. “We didn’t meet.”


  “I’m Jess.”


  We shake briefly, and though I’m hoping she has one of those lame handshakes, she doesn’t. It’s dry and firm and professional because this lady is perfect, and I am drunk.


  “Nice to meet you, Jess.”


  She actually sounds like she means it.


  “You too,” I say.


  She walks past me, and Liam follows her out. He walks her to the stairs, but I don’t turn around to see if he kisses her goodbye. He says something, but I can’t hear what.


  He comes back into the apartment and closes the door behind him. It slides into place on its track with a heavy click. The walls of the apartment are still builder’s white and unadorned, but this place feels like home to me. It was my home. But that was a long time ago.


  “Hey,” I say.


  “Hey.”


  He walks past me to the kitchen counter—a large slab of dark concrete—and picks up his half-full glass of red wine. The bottle it comes from is his favorite, I notice. This was a date. I broke up a date.


  “What’s going on?” he asks. His face is clean shaven even though it’s late. Definitely a date. My God.


  “I shouldn’t have come,” I say.


  “But you did.”


  “Yeah.”


  “So?”


  I turn my palms out to face him. There’s nothing in my hands. Should there be? I’m too drunk to have this conversation, but I need to do it anyway.


  “I wanted to tell you something.”


  “What?”


  “I’m not sure now.”


  “Not sure you want to tell me or not sure what it was?”


  “Both. Either.”


  He shakes his head and takes another sip of his wine. Was I mad at this man? Is that why I came? I don’t feel mad now. Not even a little bit.


  “You were on a date,” I say. “She was a date.”


  “She’s a colleague. We were discussing a case.”


  “You don’t have to lie to me.”


  “I’m not lying.”


  I’ve made him mad now. He hates being accused of being untruthful. “It looks like a date.”


  “Not that it’s any of your business.”


  “It feels like it is.”


  “Why?”


  “Covington said—”


  “What did he say?”


  “Why do you use that tone of voice when I talk about Covington?”


  “What tone?”


  “That one. That one right there.”


  He finishes his glass of wine and reaches for the bottle. “You want?”


  “Sure.”


  He moves to the cupboard and takes out a glass, then fills it. Our fingers brush as he hands it to me.


  “Covington thinks it’s jealousy,” I say, because fuck it.


  Liam’s looking at me with an expression on his face that I don’t recognize. He might also be a bit drunk, but it feels like something else.


  I take a gulp of wine for courage. “Is he right?”


  “Is something going on between you and Covington?”


  “I’d never do that to Daisy.”


  “So, no?”


  “No. But why do you care?”


  He drinks some more of his wine and shakes his head at me.


  “What?” I ask.


  “Don’t do this.”


  “Do what?”


  “Play with me.”


  “I’m not.”


  “Sure, Jess, if you say so.” He puts his glass down on the counter.


  “Liam . . .”


  “What?”


  “Come on, you know . . . You must know.”


  I take a step toward him. The room’s cold, but the air between us feels warm. Inviting.


  “I know?”


  “Yes,” I say.


  He gives me that look again. “What did you come to tell me?” he asks, but gentler this time, the words low and slow, like a caress.


  “This,” I say, reaching for his hand.


  He watches me take it. He looks surprised, but he doesn’t pull away, and this is enough for me. I take another step toward him and now we’re almost in an embrace.


  I tip my head up. He’s looking down at me, his face slack.


  “There’s no music,” I say.


  “Why would there be music?”


  “Because we’re dancing, aren’t we?”


  “Is that what we’re doing?”


  “Why not?”


  He takes my glass from me and puts it next to his, then slips his free hand around my waist. He tilts me slightly and we start to sway. I haven’t taken my eyes off him. I think we’re supposed to kiss now, but I don’t know how to make that happen. I can’t believe what’s already happened, I—


  “What’s going on up here, kid?” Liam asks, resting his forehead against mine. His breath smells like wine, spicy and delicious.


  “I’m not a kid.”


  “No, you’re not. I’m not sure I know how to do this.”


  “Do what?”


  “You know,” he says. He brings his chin down so his lips are an inch from mine. “Is this what you wanted to tell me?”


  “Yes.”


  He closes the gap.


  Chapter 22


  Afterglow


  Two months later, I’m camped out in Grand Teton National Park in Jackson, Wyoming.


  I’m here because this is where the fifth Jessica Williams lives, the one Liam helped me find. The one I need for the next phase of the plan.


  I asked him to help me locate her the morning after I woke up in his bed.


  That was a strange wake-up. Although my eyes were closed, it felt as if the room were flooded with that white light you see in TV shows where the person is dead or dreaming. Only I wasn’t dead, and it wasn’t a dream. At least, I didn’t think I was. I’d dreamed about waking up in Liam’s arms so many times that waking up to the reality of it felt disorienting. It’s possible I even pinched myself to make sure.


  “What are you doing?” Liam asked, lifting up the covers to look at me. I’d drawn myself down under them because it felt safer to be hidden by his black duvet than it did to have the morning sunshine on my face.


  I opened my eyes. There was Liam, inches from my face, with his hair askew and tired eyes. Were they tired because he was regretting what had happened? Or had I worn him out? We’d taken our time with it, with each other, but I didn’t feel tired. I felt like I could run a marathon. Like I had superpowers.


  “Jess?”


  “I was pinching myself.”


  Liam brushed his thumb against my arm. “I see that.”


  I lowered my hand. I could feel the bruise I’d given myself starting to form. But there was also the warmth from Liam’s hand, and an answering response in my body.


  “It hurt,” I said.


  “Don’t do that again, then.” His voice was gravelly in the morning. I liked it.


  “I won’t,” I said as I tucked my head down.


  “What?”


  “There was something I wanted to do again.”


  He smiled slowly. “That right?”


  This time I was the one who kissed him. It was even better sober.


  It was midmorning when I told him the details of the plan for drawing Jessica Two out and asked him to help. He was reluctant at first, but I knew he’d agree eventually. When he did, I rewarded him.


  It took him a while to find a good candidate, though. Another July 10, 1990, baby whose life we could co-opt, though I didn’t put it that way. Instead, I promised him that we wouldn’t do anything to harm this innocent person we were using as bait and that I’d get her consent to participate once, if, he located her.


  I didn’t mind the wait. When I wasn’t refining the plan, or messaging with JJ and Jessie, I kept myself occupied with Liam. I’d never been in a real relationship before, if that’s what this was. Not one of those immediately settled, we see each other at the end of the day without discussion unless there’s a reason not to kinds of things. It was amazing. No fuss, no muss, no anxiety of whether he’d call or return my text. He always did. He was always there when I needed him or even when I just wanted to hear his voice.


  It was different in other ways too. We’d known each other so long that we didn’t have to get to know one another. Not like with a stranger. But then again, we didn’t know each other this way, romantically, intimately, even though I lived with him that first year after I left the Land of Todd. That was twelve years ago, though. Then, I stuck to the outskirts of the apartment, the places I didn’t think Liam cared about. The guest room. The crappy chair in the corner of the living room. I took the second shower to make sure he had enough warm water.


  This time I was front and center. It was surprising how easily I fit into his life again. Could I have had this all along, I wondered, if I’d had the courage to speak up? No. I’d tried, and he’d pushed me away. He was right to do that. I was far too young then, and how could he tell whether I wanted him for real or simply out of gratitude? But something had shifted over time, and I wasn’t sure how I’d missed it. What else was I missing?


  I tried not to torture myself too much, or pepper Liam with questions. He didn’t want to analyze; he wanted to be. Mostly, I was happy to do this, even though I kept telling myself it wasn’t going to last, that I’d fuck it up somehow, that I should end it while we could still be friends. But I didn’t want to. I wanted to live in this contented place as long as I could.


  So I did.


  And then Liam found Jessica Five.


  He told me about her over the birthday dinner we shared at his place. Turns out, Liam does have candles. I found them at the back of a drawer and lit them, letting the wax drip onto a plate so they’d stand upright. It was another sweltering day after weeks of heat. The trees outside looked like they were dying, but inside his apartment, it was pleasant and cool. I’d decided to try to cook something, a simple pasta sauce over fresh pasta. I’d never had the time to learn how to cook, so I watched a YouTube video—one of JJ’s—and followed the instructions. The kitchen was a disaster, but the smells alone were worth it. I texted her a photo. She sent me a middle-finger emoji in response, which I took to mean Leave me alone until you have something to tell me about the plan. I sent her back a thumbs-up. Then I put my phone away and concentrated on Liam.


  We’d finished eating, and I was trying to summon the will to get up and start washing the dishes when Liam pushed an envelope across the table.


  “What’s this?” I asked, taking it. It felt thick inside.


  “What you asked for. Sorry it took so long to find it.”


  I opened the envelope. There was a sheaf of papers inside, and also a photo—more of a headshot—of a woman about my age. I knew who she must be. Even though I wanted this, I felt the start of dread.


  “Another Jessica Williams?”


  Liam relaxed into his chair. “That’s right.”


  “Ah.”


  “You’re disappointed?”


  “No, it’s . . .”


  “Not what you were expecting for your birthday?”


  “Not exactly.”


  He grinned. “There’s something else for later.”


  “I sure hope so.” I tossed him a napkin. “You have some sauce on your face.”


  “Nice way to thank me for finding something I didn’t even want to find.”


  “Oh, I’ll thank you.”


  And I did.


  So here I am in Jackson, Wyoming, 2,164 miles from New York. Elevation, 6,237 feet. Population, 10,532. It’s the middle of August, and the weather is perfect. Eighty degrees and sunny with that wide-open sky you only get at elevation. Big Sky Country, I think they call it. Or maybe that’s in Montana. Whatever. I’m not here as a tourist, but I see the appeal.


  This is where Jessica Five lives. Thanks to Liam, I know a lot about her. She was born to former ski bums who now own a brewpub. Her parents have a house up the side of Snow King, the town hill, which has amazing views of the Tetons. She lives in a small house that looks like it isn’t insulated properly on one of the flat streets in the valley. She went to college in Colorado and now works as a photographer. Lots of black-and-white landscapes of the Tetons. Those sharp peaks, snow-topped, with flowers in the valleys below dancing merrily in the wind.


  I’ve spent the last week tailing her, so I know a lot more than what was in Liam’s packet, like where she goes for her morning coffee and what her favorite restaurant is. She’s a happy person who starts her day with a run up Snow King. I walked the same switchback path one day, and it felt like my heart might explode. She has a small group of friends that she hangs out with most nights. She takes Fridays off to hike.


  It didn’t take long to complete the plan. JJ proposed setting up a fake photography prize and awarding it to her, after we created some online profiles for her. Before us, she only had a work website. What kind of millennial has no social? The kind who lives in Jackson. After we were done with her, she was on Facebook and Instagram. She even tweeted once in a while. Impersonating her made me nervous. What if she noticed? What if one of her real friends told her about it? What, then? But none of that happened. She carried on, obliviously living her fabulous life.


  It had been a while since I followed someone, working with Liam or even in my early days trying to make a name for myself at FeedNews. It was hard in the city, even harder in a small town. I had to change my wardrobe. My New York uniform of black T-shirts and dark jeans made me stand out in this land of blond, tanned Amazonians. I spent too much money pulling things from the sale rack at Skinny Skis, and now I had hiking pants and shorts and colorful T-shirts in a wicking fabric, and a puffy jacket for the cool nights.


  Surveillance is always an odd, voyeuristic experience, but trailing Five was even more so. She didn’t feel like a stranger, more like a Russian Dolls version of me. Same name, same birthday. I could’ve had this life. Easy money and outdoor healthfulness instead of Todd and discipline. If my parents had only made better choices.


  Once I thought she made me. We were sitting at Thai Me Up—all the Thai restaurants in town have punny names for some reason—me a couple of tables away from her, and she was looking at me like she knew me from somewhere. I smiled at her in a friendly way, nothing to be nervous about, and she smiled back. Then her food came, and she lost interest in me and went back to reading her book. But I was more careful after that. I didn’t need to be there for everything. I already had enough.


  I was there when Five got the notice that she’d won the contest we’d created, though. A UPS package left on her doorstep. I was sitting at the bus stop across the street, a Jackson Hole ball cap pulled down low. I watched her bend to pick it up, then open the package. She squealed when she read what was inside and almost skipped into her house. Who could blame her? An all-expense-paid trip to New York. A hotel room at the Parker. A $25,000 cash prize would be awarded to her there so she could travel to wherever she wanted and advance her art.


  When she was inside, I took out my phone and called the local paper. I’d checked them out too. They did a great job covering local events, but they weren’t a crack team of investigative journalists. I let them know that one of their local citizens had won a prize for her photography and that a press release would follow shortly. When they received it, the contact person to call was Jessie. JJ had designed a website for the prize—an anonymous philanthropist who enjoyed finding new talent and rewarding it—had set it up five years ago. His team of volunteers scoured the internet to find the year’s best photos. We’d worked hard to make it good enough to fool anyone, including Jessica Two.


  If Five, or anyone else, called the Parker, she had a reservation. A few days later, I was the one who called her to book her flight. When my own Google Alert picked up the story, I knew everything was in place.


  Now we had to wait and see if Jessica would take the bait.


  Chapter 23


  We Few, We Happy Few


  It’s August 15. JJ’s flying into Jackson this morning; Jessie comes tomorrow. Five’s flight is set for the day after that.


  I crawl out of my tent and work the kinks out of my body that have accumulated overnight. I’ve been camping in the park in the campground near Jackson Lake. It’s about forty-five minutes outside of Jackson, which is deliberate. I didn’t want to get known by a hotel, which would have been inevitable if I stayed there for weeks. The campground has the added benefit of being cheap and full of a transient population. It’s rare for the sites surrounding mine to be occupied by the same group two nights in a row. I bought a tent, sleeping bags, camp stove, and pans in town. I use a headlamp to read at night. I shower in the communal camp showers every other day so the attendants don’t get too used to seeing me. I talk to no one but Liam.


  It’s not the same between us as it was in New York. That idyll we created, where our differences and our pasts didn’t matter—that’s all slipping away. Liam doesn’t want me doing this, so he says on a regular basis, and yet he’s the reason I’ve been able to get this far. What am I supposed to do with that information?


  I try not to let thoughts of him consume me. I need to focus on what’s ahead. I need to shower, get dressed, and go pick up JJ. In forty-eight hours, this is all coming to a head.


  I start the clock in my mind and get to work.


  “Never thought I’d stay in one of these again,” JJ says as she stoops and peers into the tent. “You think we’re all going to fit in here?”


  “I bought two. Jessie likes to sleep alone.”


  She gives a look over her shoulder and stands up. She walks over to the paddleboards I rented. I’ve been taking one out most mornings, and I got two more yesterday for JJ and Jessie. When you get away from shore, the lake looks the way it must have before anyone got here and decided to erect a campground. Each morning I paddle farther, my arms straining until the effort seems less.


  “The tent’s not too bad with an air mattress,” I say.


  “Air mattress!” JJ says. “Ha.”


  “You didn’t have those in Afghanistan?”


  “Not so much.”


  She turns around to face me. She looks focused and far away at the same time.


  “Why did you pick here?” she asks.


  “It’s out of the way. No one stays here long. Easier to stay anonymous.”


  “Makes sense.”


  “You did a great job with that online stuff,” I say. “I felt like you captured Five’s authentic voice.”


  She smiles. She’s wearing a Killers T-shirt and cargo shorts. “Yeah, right. Whatever. You think it’s going to work?”


  “Five bought it.”


  “Sure. Who wouldn’t want a free trip to New York? But will she?”


  “Jessica will play along.”


  “Why are you so sure?”


  “She can’t stop now. She’s come too far.”


  “I hope you’re right.” JJ shakes her head. “If there’s a God up there, and he sees all of us in the same place, do you think he might open a rift in the time-space continuum?”


  “Like the intersection of religion and science fiction?”


  “Sure.”


  “I don’t believe in either.”


  “You would if you’d been to the places I have.”


  I walk away from the tent and sit on the top of the picnic table. The wood is perma-damp and a bit soft. “War made you believe in God?”


  “It did.”


  “Why?”


  “Because if there wasn’t a purpose bigger than me, or the government, to being there, then what the fuck was I doing?”


  “I guess that makes a certain sort of sense.”


  “What made you lose faith?”


  “Assuming I had it in the first place.” I rub at the scar on my arm. “It was forced out of me. You might even say burned.”


  “That’s pretty bleak.”


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s fine. I’m not here to sing songs around a campfire.”


  “Damn, and I’ve been practicing and everything.”


  JJ smiles. “That, I might like to see.” She looks at her watch. It’s around noon. “I’m hungry.”


  “I can make some pasta.”


  “Nah, let’s go into town. I’d like some of that punny Thai food you told me about.”


  I hop off the table. “That does sound good right about now.” I look around the campsite to make sure that everything is squared away, then walk over to the Jeep I rented when I got here. JJ and I climb in. I turn on the engine and put it in reverse. “You know what?”


  “What?”


  “I don’t think the time-space continuum is going to rip apart.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because Jessica’s not one of us.”


  “How do you figure?”


  “I don’t care what her name is. She’s not a Jessica Williams.”


  The Thai place I like was full with its lunch rush, but the sushi place down the road wasn’t. Who eats sushi in landlocked Jackson? These girls, apparently. The decor is black lacquer and bamboo, and there’s a large fish tank near the bar that’s devoid of fish.


  JJ ordered a plate of spicy tuna, then mixed a boatload of wasabi into some soy sauce and proceeded to dunk each piece until it was almost drowning. Now I think she might be regretting it. She’s downed two large glasses of water, and she’s sweating like she’s in the desert when Five walks in with one of her girlfriends.


  She’s cute, Five. A head of curly hair that she must’ve hated when she was a kid but looks great on her now. Tall and athletic, she fits right in. She’s got her camera slung around her neck and is carrying her camera bag. She looks happy, lit up, and I feel a bit bad for the disappointment she’s going to feel when she gets to New York and learns that there isn’t any conference or prize. She’ll have a free weekend in the city, though. And she’ll still have all her money, et cetera, so it won’t be a total loss. I thought about asking Covington to look out for her once she gets there, but that would’ve required more explanation than is prudent.


  “What are you looking at?” JJ asks between coughs.


  “Five is on your six.”


  “You proud of yourself for the military terms?”


  “A little bit, yes.”


  “You are having too much fun with this.” JJ looks over her shoulder. “She’s taller in person. Who’s the girl?”


  “A friend.”


  “How closely have you been tailing her?”


  “Pretty closely.”


  “Was that a good idea?”


  She dips the last piece of sushi into her wasabi float and pops it into her mouth.


  “About as much as that was.”


  “Right.” She pushes her plate away from her.


  “We should leave.”


  “Why?”


  “Because she’s seen me one too many times already.”


  JJ taps her fake arm on the table twice. I suggested she bring it with her instead of the hook to make her less conspicuous. “Great, good work.”


  “You try tailing someone in a small town.”


  “But why was the tailing even necessary, though?”


  “The more we know, the better.”


  “Funny,” JJ says. “I already feel like I know too much.”


  I push my plate away. I ordered the spider, deep-fried soft-shelled crab. It was delicious, but it’s roiling in my stomach right now.


  “Has she been in touch with you?” I ask.


  “Who, Jessica?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Nothing recently. You?”


  “No.”


  “That worry you?”


  “It’s hard to know what to think.”


  “I guess we don’t have any choice about going through with it.”


  “You having second thoughts?” I ask.


  “Always, but I think we should stick with the plan.”


  “We don’t have a choice, I guess.”


  The only choice is us. That’s what Todd used to say.


  I’m about to find out if that’s true, after all.


  Chapter 24


  Never Get Involved in a Land War in Asia


  After lunch, we explore Jackson a bit, then get back to camp around six. We’re still both full from lunch, so JJ suggests we go out for a paddle. The lake is crystal clear and flat, it’ll be light till ten, and I’m keyed up and awake, so I agree.


  We walk the paddleboards down to the lake and climb on. The cold water laps at my toes as I splash myself with my paddle. I start to lose my balance, then right myself.


  “Careful,” JJ says.


  “I got it.”


  “Don’t drink and paddle.”


  “It was your idea.”


  Despite my recent excursions, JJ is more efficient than I am on the water. She leaves her replacement arm behind, tucks the end of the paddle into her armpit, and uses her good arm on the shaft. We stop when we get to the middle of the lake.


  “It’s so beautiful here,” she says when I get close to her.


  “You could do a whole relentlessly positive segment. Live from the Tetons!”


  “That’s not a terrible idea. I mean, look at this.”


  She sweeps her arm away from her. The water is a clear blue, and the Tetons’ snowy peaks are sharp and close. The sky contains a few puffy clouds. There’s land across from us, thick pine forest that looks like the perfect home for moose and bears. We’re alone out here, not another person in sight, though I can hear an occasional echo coming from back at the campground.


  “It’s pretty amazing,” I say flatly.


  JJ shakes her head at me. “Don’t you get excited about anything?”


  “I’m just preoccupied.”


  “About the operation?”


  “Is that so odd?”


  “Nah. I always got that way before missions.”


  A shiver passes through me. It’s so tranquil here, so different from where she’s been. “Was it tough, over there?”


  “Tough?”


  “Yeah. You know, I mean, was it . . . Ah hell, I don’t know what I’m asking.”


  “It’s fine. We don’t learn how to talk about that stuff.”


  “We don’t have to.”


  JJ looks ahead. “Have you been over to the other side?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Looks pretty isolated.”


  “It is.”


  “Is it too far away?” she asks.


  “We’ll only know if we try.”


  “True. Shall we paddle?”


  “Let’s do it.”


  Jessie arrives the next day in the midafternoon.


  JJ and I have spent the morning going over the plan again, then lazing around camp, soaking in the sunshine and clean mountain air. Liam’s called twice, but I texted him back that I have bad cell reception and that I’ll call him when I can. The longer I spend here, and the closer I get to tomorrow, the farther away I feel from him, my life in New York, even the person I usually am.


  Jessie’s driving a nondescript sedan that she rented at the airport. She’s taken my advice and is dressed in hiking pants and a light cotton T-shirt. She’s got sturdy-looking shoes on her feet, and with her hair in a high ponytail and a pair of Oakleys pushed up onto her head, she looks like a local.


  I spent some of the time this morning setting up Jessie’s tent. She looks satisfied when I show it to her, then crawls inside and deposits her bags. When she comes out, she’s changed into shorts and a tank top.


  “Who knew it could be so hot in Wyoming,” she says. She fans herself, then swats at a fly.


  “Right?”


  I give her a brief tour of the campsite—pointing out the bathrooms and where I’ve stashed the cooler under a tree to keep it out of the sun. It’s next to the stack of paddleboards.


  “What are these?” Jessie asks.


  “Paddleboards. I rented them.”


  “You been having a good vacation?” she asks a bit aggressively.


  “I couldn’t tail Five twenty-four seven.”


  “I guess.”


  “Are we fighting for some reason?” I ask.


  Jessie blows out a long breath. “Sorry. It’s been a long day. And that landing. You should’ve warned me.”


  The Jackson Hole Airport is in the Teton National Park, and you fly right over the Tetons before dropping down into the valley. I’d found it nerve-racking, but the local sitting next to me on my flight told me that I should’ve seen what it was like before they lengthened the runway.


  “Bumpy?” I ask Jessie.


  “Three people puked.”


  “It was smooth sailing for me,” JJ says.


  “That right?”


  “We are pissy today,” I say. “All of us, I mean.”


  “We should talk about tomorrow,” JJ says.


  “Will that help?”


  “Never know until we do it.” She sits at the picnic table and pats the seat next to her. “Come on, now. I don’t bite unless asked.”


  It’s dark now, and we’ve eaten dinner and talked everything over. Our plan is as simple as we can make it. We go to the airport tomorrow. I set up shop inside and look out for Jessica Two. When she approaches Five, I watch from a safe distance. She’s most likely to leave the airport and head for town so she can get to Five’s bank and liquidate her assets. Jessie and JJ will be there to follow her if she does until I can catch up with them and we can confront her. But if it looks like she’s going to get on a plane, then I call in security.


  JJ left a few moments ago to go to the bathroom. Jessie’s inside her tent, shuffling around. I look up at the sky, the stars scattered like snow in a globe. Despite the heat of the day, there’s a frost warning in effect. I can see the beginnings of my breath, or its end.


  I should call Liam, check in for the night. But it’s midnight in New York. He’s probably asleep. He texted me while we were planning earlier, but Jessie gave me a look when I glanced at my phone, so I put it down without answering.


  I can hear other campers moving around the campground. The slam of a camper door, then a car. A group of kids laughing. Teenagers, by the sound of it, in their loud, self-involved way. It’s so hard to tell the direction of sound, especially at night. The world is both quiet and loud all at once. One of the teenagers barks with laughter, only it’s a cruel sound, angry and mean. The zipper on Jessie’s tent slides down and she pokes her head out.


  “What’s going on?” she asks.


  “Just some kids.”


  “Sounds like something different. Where’s JJ?”


  “She went to the bathroom.”


  “That’s where those kids are.”


  “How can you tell?”


  Jessie puts her hands on the ground and hops out of the tent, landing on her hands and feet. Her shirt rides up her back, revealing her bony back. She’s much thinner than she looks in clothes. She stands up and straightens her sweater.


  “How can you not?”


  “Not what?”


  “Tell where the—”


  “You do not want to do that . . .”


  I spin my head around. “That was JJ’s voice.”


  We both take off running. The bathroom is two hundred yards away, and we’re there in thirty seconds. There’s a small crowd standing in a circle. People in pajama bottoms and puffy jackets, clutching their toilet bags to their chests. I can’t see JJ. I push past someone encased in fleece. JJ’s got a gangly teenager on the ground, her fake hand against his throat.


  “Get off,” he says in a squeaky voice. “I didn’t mean it.”


  “Please, miss? Please,” a girl with a rash of acne across her forehead says. “You’re hurting him.”


  “What’s going on?” I ask. “JJ?”


  She looks up at me. Her eyes are dark. “This little shit thought it would be fun to pick on a . . .” She turns back to him. “What was it you said? Go on, say it again.”


  He shakes his head vigorously. “No, ma’am, I’m sorry, please.”


  “Let him up,” Jessie says. Her voice is firm and as dark as JJ’s eyes. “Let him up now.”


  “Let’s give it a minute, shall we? Till the lesson sinks in?”


  “I think you’ve made enough of an impression.” Jessie emphasizes the last word, making it low and harsh. It gets through to JJ. She’s already called too much attention to us, even in this transitory place.


  She springs to her feet in an elegant move and slaps one of her relentlessly positive grins on her face. She extends her hand to the ground.


  “Little Timmy here is all right, isn’t he?”


  Timmy, or whatever his name is, is probably not all right. But JJ’s grin is infectious, so he reaches out his hand and she pulls him up.


  And maybe it’s only me that sees the menace in her smile.


  Chapter 25


  Game Day


  It’s game day.


  That’s what I’ve taken to calling it in my head.


  I’m seated at a high-top table in the Jackson Hole Airport in the only restaurant in the place. It sells big burgers and salty, thick-cut french fries and looks out over the tarmac, which is the second-best view of the Tetons I’ve seen since I’ve been here. There are several large-screen TVs mounted on the walls, which are all tuned into sports. My fellow patrons look longingly at the view they’ll soon be leaving. It’s a bluebird day. Only, I’m not looking at the TV or the view. Instead, I’ve positioned myself so I can see the departure lounge.


  I’ve been here for two hours already. JJ and Jessie are in position in the parking lot.


  The airport website says to get to the terminal three hours before your flight during tourist season. The town’s a gateway to Yellowstone, so a million tourists come through it in a good summer. I just hope that Five is one of those people who follows instructions and not one of those last-minute airport people who rush up to the gate right before it’s supposed to close. The kind of person Jessica Two turned me into.


  I needn’t have worried. I see her enter the lounge—one large room with plenty of comfy dark-leather chairs and a massive stone fireplace in the middle where the fire is roaring despite the weather—an hour and a half before her flight’s supposed to leave. She looks around for an empty spot. A woman about our age motions that there’s room for her on the couch she’s sitting on. Five walks toward her gratefully. Maybe they know one another? No. They’re not talking to each other like friends. Instead, Five pulls out an iPad and starts to read.


  I survey the woman. She’s in her late twenties or early thirties. A nondescript brunette dressed in a plaid shirt with her hair in a messy ponytail. She could be anyone, but in this moment, she looks like she’s searching for an opportunity to engage Five in conversation.


  I tap my foot nervously. It’s go time.


  I take out my phone and text Jessie and JJ in the group thread we created earlier.


  I think she might be here, I write.


  For sure? Jessie types back.


  Strong possibility. I’ll keep an eye out.


  I should come in.


  No. We agreed. Stay in the car so you can follow her when she leaves the terminal.


  I put my phone in my pocket and leave cash for my check and go up to the information desk. A pretty young blonde woman is working there.


  “Hi, um, I’ve lost my friend and this is ridiculous because, look at this place, it’s tiny, but I can’t find her. Do you mind paging her?”


  The blonde tilts her head to the side. “Sure. It happens all the time.”


  “Oh, thank you. I feel so silly.”


  “What’s her name?”


  “Jessica Williams.”


  “Gotcha.”


  She picks up her microphone. I can tell she’s relishing using it in this TV-like way. “Jessica Williams to the information podium. Jessica Williams to the information podium.”


  “Thanks,” I say, then walk a few feet away to look out at the room full of crowded travelers. I watch Five. She stands, puts her backpack on the seat, and asks the woman next to her to watch it while she finds out what’s going on. This happens in hand gestures, but it’s easy enough to understand.


  Five walks toward me. I’m wearing a dark wig I brought with me, but I take out the cheap glasses I bought in the pharmacy in town a few days ago and put them on. My clothes are a size too big, and I’m barely recognizable even to myself. I turn around and arrive at the kiosk at the same time as Five.


  I wait for her to speak, then say with her, “I’m Jessica Williams.”


  Five turns toward me with what must be a duplicate of the look I gave Jessica Two a few months ago. “What?” She turns back to the girl behind the counter. “What’s going on?”


  The girl behind the counter gives me a funny look. “She was looking for you . . .”


  “Me?” I say. “Was it my sister? We look alike.”


  “Oh, maybe . . .”


  “Excuse me?” Five says. “Were you looking for me?”


  The girl’s confusion deepens. “Are you Jessica Williams?”


  “I am.”


  “Wait, whoa,” I say. “Me too.”


  “You are?”


  “Yeah.”


  “So, which one of us was paged?”


  I raise my shoulders. “Not sure. Maybe it was my sister looking for me? I’m not sure where she’s gotten to.”


  I feign looking over my shoulder to try to find my imaginary sister.


  “I could page her,” the girl says helpfully.


  “Oh, don’t bother. She’s probably in the bar. Speaking of which.” I loop my arm through Jessica’s.


  She pulls back. “What are you doing?”


  “Don’t you think we should have a drink?”


  “Um . . .”


  “Come on, it’s not every day that you meet another Jessica Williams, is it?”


  She hesitates, but my smile is so wide open, and this place is so trusting, that she caves.


  “I guess not.”


  “What time’s your flight?”


  “Not till two.”


  “Plenty of time, then.”


  “Yeah, I should get some lunch, I guess.”


  “Perfect. I even have a table.”


  I can tell that Five is still hesitant, but she’s surrounded by a familiar environment, and she’s still giddy from winning the trip. What can a drink with a stranger with the same name as her do? Nothing, she thinks.


  Ha.


  The table I left earlier is still empty but for the twenty I secured under the salt and pepper shakers.


  I catch the server’s eye, and he walks over looking resigned. He’s got a mustard stain on his black apron, which blots out the J in Jedediah’s.


  “Back?” he says.


  “Yep.”


  “What can I get for you?”


  I look at Jessica. “What do you like? They have that local IPA here, right?”


  “Pako’s. Sure, that sounds good.”


  “Two Pako’s.” The waiter writes it down.


  “Two Pako’s. Two Jessicas,” I say.


  Five looks nervous. “It’s weird.”


  “Yep.”


  She’s very pretty up close, this Jessica. Much prettier than the rest of us. Not that we’re unattractive, just that this girl could be a model. In fact, she was for a while, which is how she got into photography. Tall and willowy in a way that isn’t achieved through the gym but through genetics. Also, probably, not growing up in a cult doesn’t hurt.


  The waiter brings our pint glasses.


  I raise my glass to hers. “What should we toast to?”


  Before Five can answer, a voice says, “There you are!”


  It’s Jessie. She’s wearing a tight smile that’s meant to look friendly, but she’s clearly pissed. I’m off book, and she wants to know why.


  “Who’s this?” Five asks.


  “My sister,” I say before Jessie can speak. “The one who was looking for me. You paged me, right?”


  Jessie’s confusion disappears quickly. “How come you didn’t come to the counter?”


  “I did, but I met her and forgot all about it.” I turn to Five to include her in the conversation. “Can you believe it, J . . . Julie? She’s another Jessica Williams!”


  “No way.”


  “Yeah, weird, right?”


  “Totally.” Jessie pulls a seat over from the table next door and sits down. I want to find a way to ask her what she’s doing in the airport, but I hold it. There’s no way to have that conversation right now.


  “So,” Jessie says to me, “have you done it?”


  “Done what?”


  “You know, played the game.”


  “The . . .” I stop and give Jessie a look.


  “What game?” Five asks.


  “It’s nothing,” I say quickly, trying to kick Jessie under the table.


  Five puts her hands on the table and pushes her chair back. “I think I’m going to go.”


  “No,” Jessie and I say in unison. “Stay.”


  “Then tell me what’s going on.” Her eyes wander around the restaurant and come to rest on the security guard standing near gate three. One yell from her and we’ll all be in some trouble.


  “I’m Jessica Williams,” I say.


  “Yeah, you said that already.”


  “And she’s Jessica Williams too.” I point to Jessie. Jessie’s face reddens. We are way, way, way off book now.


  Five frowns. “I thought you said her name was Julie? And that she was your sister.”


  “She’s not.”


  “And you’re both called Jessica Williams?”


  “Yes. And we were all born on the same day.”


  Five’s hands start to shake in fear. “How the fuck do you know that?”


  “That’s a long story.”


  She checks her watch. “I’ve got an hour. That long enough for you?”


  It only takes half an hour to tell her the condensed version of what’s happened up to now. All the “chance” meetings, the cons, how I’d hatched this plan to finally catch Jessica Two.


  “Why did you think this was going to work?” Five asks. She hasn’t touched the burger she ordered, though I’ve already finished mine, eating it greedily between snippets of explanation. Jessie didn’t say much as I talked, just steadily ate a plate of fries, dipping each one into a mound of ketchup with the precision of a surgeon.


  “Because this is how each of us got taken in.”


  “But no one approached me.”


  “There was that woman you were sitting next to earlier.”


  “What woman?”


  “The one over there.” I point to where she was sitting before.


  “Shit, my bag,” Five says. “I should go get it.”


  I stop her. “It’s still there. Which doesn’t say much for security, but I’ve been checking.”


  “Is she Jessica Two?”


  “Hard to be sure. She’s good at disguises.” I take the pictures I have of Jessica Two out of my bag. I lay them on the table in front of Five. “Have you ever seen this woman?”


  She picks each one up individually, then puts it back down. “This is the same person?”


  “Yes.”


  “She’s smart to cover her ears and forehead.”


  “That’s what Liam said.”


  Jessie rolls her eyes. “How did you know that? About the ears?”


  “I did portraits for a long time. You learn pretty quickly how to make someone look different, especially in photographs.”


  “So,” I say, “that woman could be her.”


  “Yeah, I guess. So why did you call for me on the intercom?”


  “I wanted to flush her out. If she was here, she would’ve reacted to me calling her name.”


  “Or, she saw what you were doing and beat it,” Jessie says, staring down into her endless glass of Coke.


  “I made a snap decision.”


  Jessie looks up. She’s furious. “It was a stupid decision. And now we’re left with nothing.”


  “We’ll think of something.”


  “You should go to the police,” Five says.


  “No,” Jessie says. “We’ve tried that. Useless. Besides, what’s the crime right now? We’re the ones who set up a fake event. We could be in trouble.”


  A voice speaks through the loudspeaker. The flight to New York will begin boarding in ten minutes.


  Five stands. “This is where I leave you.”


  “You’re still going?” I ask.


  “Damn straight. Free weekend in New York. Why not?”


  “Makes sense,” I say. “Only . . .”


  “What?”


  “Be careful, okay?”


  “Don’t speak to any other Jessicas?”


  “Definitely not.”


  She stands and picks up her cell phone. “Let me know how this all turns out. I’m curious.”


  “Sure, give me your number.”


  “What’s yours?” she says. I give it to her and she texts me. This is Five.


  I smile. “Sorry about all this.”


  “It’s fine. Maybe you even saved me from a world of trouble.”


  “Maybe.”


  “What are you guys going to do now?”


  Jessie hops off her chair. “First, we’re going to have to explain this all to JJ.”


  “Worried?” Five asks.


  “Nah, that’s going to be her job.” Jessie presses a finger into my chest too aggressively.


  “It’ll be fine.”


  Jessie doesn’t answer me. Instead, she reaches her hand out to Five. “Nice to meet you.”


  “You too. I think.” Five turns and walks toward where she left her bag.


  When she’s out of earshot, I say, “How did you get in here?”


  “Forget about that. We are in so much shit.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “She was here.” Jessie pulls her phone from her pocket. There’s a text on the screen.


  Nice try, it says from a number I recognize.


  Shit.


  Chapter 26


  Incomplete Pass


  One of my biggest regrets in life is that when I took Kiki out of the Land of Todd, I didn’t bring her right to Liam. I don’t know why. Probably I wanted to prove something. That I could do it on my own. That I could succeed at life without Liam being there to steer me in the right direction. And because I’d never told Liam about her, I didn’t want to have to explain why I’d kept her from him for so long. Besides, I knew Kiki. I knew her like I knew myself, and myself had made it out of the Land of Todd and through to something better. It was better, whatever Kiki thought. I’d show her.


  I’d show her.


  So I followed Liam’s plan without involving Liam. I took Kiki to the same run-down hotel in the Catskills even though I was supposed to be starting my job at FeedNews. I told them there’d been a death in the family and that I needed a couple of weeks off to process it. That was close enough to true to pass, even though it felt gross using Todd’s death for anything. He wasn’t my family; he’d ruined my family. I guess that’s a kind of death.


  It was weird being back in that hotel. Not Land-of-Todd weird, but weird just the same. The place had continued to decay. The paint was chipping away. Leaves were left unraked. There was an abandoned look to the swimming pool. The random collection of guests made it feel as if we were on the set of a horror movie, or in a locked-room murder mystery. Was that man that little girl’s father, or was this some stopping place along a kidnapping route? I was suspicious of everyone, jumpy. Scared.


  Kiki didn’t say much on the drive there. She was too used to following directions. When we got to our room, she walked to the bed closest to the door, kicked off her shoes, and lay down as if she were waiting to be examined. That scared me more than the silence, but after a night where we both slept more than twelve hours, I forged ahead. I started her on the deprogramming/relearning right away—showing her all the classic movies I could find on the movie channel the hotel got, only stopping for food and sleep. We ate on our respective beds, watching the screen, and I’d provide additional narration to explain what I knew she didn’t understand, something Liam never did for me.


  “So, like, in this scene we’re learning that they have to come to school on a Saturday for detention. That’s, like, extra punishment. Not Back Forest or anything, but—”


  “I got it,” Kiki said, pushing away her half-eaten pizza. “This is kind of gross.”


  “It is. That’s the whole point.”


  “Why?”


  We were wearing matching pajamas that I’d gotten at the nearest Walmart. “Because sometimes you need to eat something that’s bad for you.”


  “But Todd says—”


  “Yeah, I know, but he’s wrong. I mean, not totally wrong about this one thing, because, ultimately, it is better to eat healthy most of the time, but you know, in the grander scheme of things . . .”


  Kiki lowered her head onto her knees, stretching her back out. “I get it.”


  “How can you?”


  “We had books.”


  “Crappy romance novels from the seventies.”


  She turned her face toward me. “No, after you left, someone started smuggling in better stuff.”


  “Covington? I mean, Terrence?”


  His real name felt weird in my mouth. I thought about calling him, letting him know where we were. He’d let me take the car we’d rented to go to the funeral and told me he’d make his own way back, not to worry about it.


  “Yeah,” she said.


  “How?”


  She sat up and turned her head back to the screen. “He found this way out of the back of the property. There’s a town over there. I never knew its name. But they had this used bookstore, and they’d sell books to him for a quarter. So, we’d all scrounge around to find whatever change we could and give it to him.”


  “He didn’t tell me about that.”


  “Do you guys hang out a lot?”


  I watched Kiki’s bony shoulders rise and fall. She was so thin under her pajamas. She needed more pizza. “Not that much.”


  “Did he mention me?”


  He never had, but she didn’t need to hear that. Covington and I didn’t talk about those sorts of things.


  “A couple of times. Do you want . . . Would you like me to call him for you?”


  “No, that’s okay. Everything in its time.”


  Another Toddism, but I let it be. It felt so hopeful, you see. So normal. To be talking about a boy with Kiki like we should’ve been when we were growing up instead of learning how to prepare ourselves for the end of civilization.


  I thought that we were making progress. I thought we were past the worst of it.


  I was wrong.


  “What the fuck was that back there?” I ask Jessie once we’re in my rented Jeep, heading back to the campsite. I’m driving. JJ’s next to me, and Jessie’s in the back seat.


  “I could ask you the same,” Jessie says.


  “Will someone tell me what the fuck is going on?” JJ says.


  I turn onto the highway toward the campground. There’s a steady flow of traffic ahead, though a continuous stream of cars is peeling off the road onto one of the turnouts where you can get great shots of the Tetons.


  “She didn’t show,” I say to JJ.


  “That’s not true,” Jessie says. “She was there. But Jess screwed everything up.”


  “I did not.”


  “You didn’t stick to the plan.”


  “Neither did you.”


  “Pull the fucking car over,” JJ commands.


  She means business, and I do what she asks at the next pullout. We’re not alone, but the occupants of the other cars are too busy with their camera phones to take any notice of us.


  JJ climbs out of the Jeep. We follow suit. She stands in front of us.


  “Okay, spill.”


  She’s looking at me, so I start. “I was in position, like we agreed. Five came in and sat down. There was a woman talking to her. I thought it might be Jessica Two.”


  “Why?”


  “Right age, right build. But I wasn’t sure. There wasn’t any way for me to get close to them without potential Jessica Two spotting me. So, I decided to try and flush her out. Use a page from her own book.”


  “That wasn’t the plan,” Jessie says.


  “What did you do?” JJ asks.


  “I got them to page Jessica Williams.”


  “And you figured, what?” Jessie says. “That she’d be stupid enough to fall for that? She’s not an idiot.”


  “I know that. But I had to think fast. I thought that she’d at least react if that name was called, and then I’d know it was her for sure.”


  “But she didn’t, did she? And then you blew your cover by going up to the counter with Five.”


  “That’s right. And then you showed up.”


  Jessie looks across the road. There’s a bison ambling slowly along the fence line. A car stops suddenly with a screech of tires, and the car behind it almost hits it.


  “Bison jam,” I say.


  “What?”


  “Never mind. What were you doing in the airport?” I ask Jessie.


  “I went in to use the bathroom.”


  I look at JJ. She nods.


  “When I was in there, I got your text saying you thought she might be there.”


  “And?”


  “Then I heard our name being called on the PA. I assumed it was Jessica Two who did it, so I bought a ticket to Salt Lake City so I could get through security.”


  “Just like that?”


  She grits her teeth. “I thought you might need help.”


  “Well, I didn’t.”


  “So, now what?” JJ says.


  “She’s here,” Jessie says. “Jessica Two is here.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Show her the text,” I say to Jessie.


  Jessie takes out her phone and gives it to JJ.


  “Why didn’t you tell me this back at the airport?”


  “It wouldn’t have mattered.”


  “Of course it might’ve mattered. She was there. She was right there.”


  “She wouldn’t have sent that text if she was findable,” Jessie says. “She probably sent it from the plane.”


  “What plane?”


  “The flight that Five’s on,” Jessie says. “I bet she’s on it.”


  “Fuck,” JJ says. “We have to warn her.”


  “We told Five about Jessica Two,” I say. “She knows to be on the lookout.”


  “That’s not sufficient,” JJ says. “Goddammit, we are so fucking dumb. We teed her up for Jessica, and now we’re here and they’re going to be in New York for the weekend together.”


  “It’s not like she’s actually rich, though.”


  “She’s not a pauper. Jessica will take her for whatever she can. Just to punish us. Just to show us she can.”


  “What can we do about it?”


  “You could ask Liam for help,” JJ says. “That’s his name, right?”


  “That’s his name,” Jessie says.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  She doesn’t say anything, just watches the line of cars that has piled up to get a photo of the bison, who’s chewing, unconcerned, on the side of the road.


  “Jessie?”


  “Just call him.”


  “And say what?”


  She turns toward me. “Why are you asking me? He’s your boyfriend.”


  Chapter 27


  Aha


  The lawsuit was the beginning of the end. Or the beginning of the beginning. I might write other people’s stories for a living, but I have trouble with figuring out where to start, and where to end too. But I’ve had a lot of time to think about this one, and that lawsuit was definitely the start of something.


  And the end of Kiki.


  I don’t blame the people who suggested bringing it, or those in the Not in Todd Anymore Facebook group who jumped on it. When we learned how much money Todd had accumulated, it was the natural thing to do. That was our families’ money. My parents’ and Kiki’s parents’ and Covington’s. All of us, those who escaped, and the ones who never wanted to leave but were forced to when Todd died, and everything fell apart. We didn’t have the lives we were supposed to, the version we would’ve had if Todd had never existed. And though money doesn’t solve anything, it can feel like it does. If you don’t have to worry about where your next meal is coming from, or how you’re going to pay for school, that’s one less thing to weigh you down.


  So, I was all for it. We all were.


  Todd’s family caved pretty quickly. His real relatives he’d disowned in life but who were the ones who got it all after his death. The many millions of ill-gotten gain, mostly invested in the market in blue-chip stocks. All the companies that Todd had railed against, that he’d told us we’d be taking down when the day came, they were the backbone of Todd’s wealth. I think that was the actual final nail in the coffin for the LOT; the rank hypocrisy finally penetrating through to even the diehards.


  Nothing went to the adults who’d chosen to live with Todd. Everything went to the kids in equal portions, right down to the smallest one, the girl who was with my parents at the funeral. There was one helluva party, but then we pulled apart. We’d won, achieved our purpose, and now we could move on. Only, someone should’ve done some research. Looked at the data on lottery winners, for instance, who often end up bankrupt, addicted, or right back where they started only a few years later. We were no different from the statistics. Some of us were prudent. I paid off my student loans and socked the rest of it away for a rainy day. Others bought a boat and sailed around the world, skipping from beach town to beach town as their livers slowly disintegrated under the constant pressure of cheap liquor and sugary mixers. Et cetera.


  And Kiki. Kiki used her money to educate herself. Her plan was to become a teacher. But that’s not how it turned out. And when it all fell apart, she didn’t have the tools to cope. My John Hughes–inspired education wasn’t a substitute for the real help I should’ve found her. The therapy Liam helped others get, which I’d always turned down because I thought I didn’t need it.


  She sank.


  And sank.


  And it wasn’t until she turned up dead that I even knew she was drowning.


  I tell Jessie and JJ that I’ll call Liam once we’re back at camp. I don’t want to talk to him while they’re watching me. Things are shifting between Liam and me, but whatever there is, it’s still private.


  When we get to our tents, I park the car and we get out.


  “What should we do now?” Jessie asks. It’s midafternoon, and hot. The air is full of buzzing insects. “While you talk to lover boy?”


  “We need a new plan,” JJ says.


  “No shit,” says Jessie.


  “Guys, Jesus. This is exactly what she wants,” I say. “To divide us.”


  “Looks like it’s working.”


  “Enough!” JJ says. “This is not helping.”


  I take a deep breath. “You’re right. This isn’t the way.”


  “What is, then?” Jessie asks.


  “We need to work together.”


  “That hasn’t gotten us anywhere to date.”


  “Come on, Jessie,” I say, reaching out my hand. “Truce?”


  She hesitates, then reaches out. Her hand is cold, like it’s been dipped in ice. “Truce.”


  Because we’re playing nice now as we try to think up our next move, Jessie agrees to go for a paddle. JJ needs time to think, she says, and we can bring some food and regroup on the other side of the lake.


  “You guys get changed,” I say after we’ve settled this. “And I’ll call Liam.”


  They agree, and I take my phone out and start walking to where I can get a clear signal. The Tetons are beautiful, but they aren’t great for cell service. Liam picks up before the first ring is through.


  “Hey, there,” he says.


  I can’t help but smile. “Hey.”


  “How did it go today?”


  “Not great.”


  “She didn’t show?” he says with resignation.


  “No, she did. Listen.” I sit down on a pine bench on the side of the road and fill him in. “So, can you do it?”


  “Watch out for another Jessica Williams? Of course.”


  “Don’t watch her too closely.”


  “Is that jealousy I hear?”


  “Maybe.”


  Liam goes silent.


  “What?”


  “That was weird that Jessie came into the airport.”


  “Yeah. Wait, do you know something?”


  “Sometimes the absence of something is something.”


  Classic Liamism.


  “What did you not find?” I ask.


  “I can’t find any record of her going back more than four years.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”


  “Mario just got in touch. He’s the guy who helped me find Jackson Jessica.”


  “We call her Five.”


  “I’m sure she loves that.”


  “Yeah, yeah. So why was he looking into Jessie?”


  “I told him to look into both of them.”


  “Jessie and JJ?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I worry about you. You’re putting yourself in vulnerable positions with people you don’t even know.”


  “Please don’t raise your voice at me.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  My brain is whirring. “So, he found something?”


  “Like I said, he didn’t find anything. No record of her until four years ago. That’s when she started working at that high school in Illinois.”


  “There could be lots of explanations for that.”


  “Not that many.”


  “There weren’t any records of me until I left the Land of Todd.”


  “Was she in the Land of Todd?”


  “No.”


  “So . . .”


  “Okay. It’s weird.”


  “You should go to the police.”


  “So you’re always saying.”


  “And you never listen.”


  “Go to the police with what? We don’t know anything.”


  “Come home, then,” Liam says.


  A mosquito bites me. I crush it against my arm, my own blood oozing onto my hand.


  “I will. Tomorrow.”


  “And until then?”


  “I’ll be careful.” JJ appears across the road. She’s waving at me. “I’ve got to go.”


  “Call me later?”


  “Of course.”


  I hang up the call and stand. I wipe my sticky hand on my pants as I cross the road.


  “What’s up?” I ask.


  “We’re ready to go.”


  “I need a few minutes. Why don’t you take your boards down to the lake and I’ll catch up.”


  “You okay?”


  “Just trying to figure this all out.”


  JJ gives me a look, then decides to let it go.


  When we get back to the tent, Jessie’s dressed in a pair of dark-blue shorts, a white T-shirt, and flip-flops.


  “I have to get changed. I’ll meet you on the beach.”


  I watch them pick up their boards and paddles and start down the path. Then I go into Jessie’s tent and zip the door behind me. Her suitcase is closed. I pull it toward me. I spread out her sleeping bag and dump out its contents. Clean clothes. The jeans and underclothes she was wearing earlier today. I check the pockets. There’s a folded piece of stiff paper in one of them. I pull it out. It’s the boarding pass for the ticket she bought to get through security.


  It’s not in the name of Jessica Williams. Instead, it says Molly Carter.


  PART III


  Chapter 28


  The Final Countdown


  One of my clearest memories of Kiki post-LOT was the first and only New Year’s Eve we went out and celebrated together.


  It was at a huge loft party in the Meatpacking District, not that far from Liam’s apartment, though he didn’t attend. It was one of those parties with hundreds of guests and cheap alcohol and people dressed up even though it wasn’t a dressy party. It cost fifty dollars a head, and they gave you a gift bag at the door with a bowler hat or a sparkly headband, and a necklace made out of letters that created the phrase NEW YEAR’S EVE over and over. There were noisemakers, too, those plastic horns that make obnoxious sounds that only children enjoy, or adults at a year-end party. And there were drinks included: a glass of “champagne” at midnight, and a strong punch for the rest of the evening.


  Kiki didn’t want to go when I first brought it up, but I persuaded her. That felt like a metaphor for what our relationship had become since Todd died. Me persuading Kiki eventually. It was as if she’d used up whatever will she had by agreeing to leave the LOT in the first place. Anything else simply took too much effort. So, I had to persuade her, cajole her, threaten her, even, sometimes.


  “You should learn how to live on your own,” I said to her six months after I’d brought her back from the Catskills. After years of having to share a room with another student at college, and now Kiki, I was ready for a room of my own, even if it was a tiny closet. But I didn’t tell Kiki that. No. I made it about her, her development, her progress.


  She needed to go to real school, like I had, and live in a dorm and meet people. She needed to get her life into gear and do all the things I’d done, but without the year at Liam’s. I had Kiki on a faster timeline, and I’d been keeping Liam at a distance. I still hadn’t told him about Kiki. He had a few new escapees he was working with, not to mention his usual private detective business. It was a good thing, I thought then. I was growing up along with Kiki, leaving the nest, spreading my wings.


  We were about to get the money from the settlement, and it eased our path and our plans. Slowly, slowly, Kiki came out of her shell. After I signed her up and helped her prep for the tests, she got her GED on the first try; she was always the smartest of all of us. She started looking into college programs, and eventually decided she wanted to teach kids—kindergarten, specifically. And though I thought she made that choice partly out of fear, I understood it. Five-year-olds could be monsters, but not the kind of monsters we’d grown up with. I helped her write her college essay, and she got into Columbia and NYU.


  She chose NYU and enrolled in their early-childhood-education program. By the time New Year’s had rolled around, she’d completed her first semester and had even made a few friends among the girls she dormed with. To be honest, they were mostly washed-out girls who’d lived on the fringes of their high schools, but they were kind enough. Safe. Safe. Kiki always wanted to be safe.


  Who could blame her?


  Not me. But I could cajole her. Get her out of her comfort zone.


  Which is why I pushed so hard about the party.


  I didn’t even know the people throwing it, but a few people from FeedNews were going to be there, and I thought the anonymity of the crowd would be a good thing. Better than standing in the cold among the drunks in Times Square, or curling up in bed with a book, which is what Kiki wanted to do. A party full of possibilities seemed like the right thing for both of us.


  I picked Kiki up in an almost-impossible-to-find cab in front of her building. When we got to the party, we climbed the metal stairs to the top floor, the bass notes of a club song pushing the party out into the street. They had a coat check, and with trepidation, I handed over my black coat that looked like hundreds of others. I shook out my hair and turned to Kiki. She looked especially beautiful that night, her hair golden and straight, wearing an empire-waisted dress that sparkled with sequins.


  “Where did you find that?” I asked as she fished a party hat out of her favor bag and stuck it on her head.


  “At a thrift shop near my apartment.”


  I touched the fabric. It was a soft velvet. “It looks fantastic.”


  She blushed. “Thanks.”


  I slipped the New Year’s necklace around my neck and the headband on my head. I knew I looked kind of ridiculous, but I didn’t care.


  We entered the party. It was after nine and there were already hundreds of people there. An informal dance floor was going on in the middle of the room where a crowd of girls were werk, werk, werk-ing it.


  I leaned close to Kiki so she could hear me. “Should I get us a drink?”


  “Sure.”


  I went to the open kitchen—long concrete countertops and glossy black cabinets—to get us some of the high-octane punch we’d been promised. I ran into some of the FeedNews crew there and lost track of time. When I went looking for Kiki half an hour later, I couldn’t find her.


  I wove through the crowd like a panicked mother looking for a wayward child in the mall until I found her. She was sitting on the interior balcony that overlooked the loft, her feet through the railings, dangling over us. I climbed up the metal, fire-escape-like stairs, and sat down next to her, handing her the drink I was still clutching. It was less loud up there, and the DJ had decided to mellow out the tunes for a bit, maybe encourage some romance. Everyone had to have someone to kiss at midnight, after all. Maybe I’d end up kissing Kiki.


  “I thought I’d lost you,” I said.


  “I didn’t go anywhere.” She took a hesitant sip of her drink, then made a face. “What’s in this?”


  “Swamp juice.”


  “What’s that?”


  “One of everything in the bar.”


  “Ugh.” She put the glass down next to her. She looked down at the crowd. “There’s a lot of people here.”


  “It’s a party.”


  “You know all these people?”


  “Only a couple.”


  “Why did you want to come, then?”


  “I like big parties.”


  Her shoulders rose and fell. “I don’t.”


  I reached around her to pick up her glass. I drained it. “I’ve screwed all this up, haven’t I?”


  “What up?”


  “You? This. Reintroducing you to society. I’m failing.”


  “I’m not a class.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “Didn’t you?”


  “No, of course not. Fucking Todd.”


  I felt her tense next to me. How long would it take until she didn’t react when I spoke badly of Todd? I’d never been so glad he was dead.


  “I’m going to write about him,” I said.


  “You are?”


  “I had the idea a couple of weeks ago. I pitched it to my editor and he loved it. It’s going to be my first big piece.”


  “Do you think that’s a good idea?”


  “Why not?”


  Kiki played with the ends of her hair. “Something about it feels dangerous. And wouldn’t you have to disclose your connection? Do you think you could even be objective?”


  My cheeks flamed. “The piece isn’t going to be about me.”


  “But, oh—”


  “What?”


  She turned away from me. “Nothing, it’s, um . . . Covington is here.”


  I looked down at the crowd. There he was, all tall and gangly, with a knit cap resting far back on his head. He was searching the room, looking for someone.


  “Did you invite him?”


  She nodded. They’d been in touch, obviously, but for how long? Why hadn’t she ever mentioned it? Why hadn’t he? Were they dating?


  I stopped my spinning brain. I didn’t care if Kiki dated Covington. He was a good guy, but I had zero romantic interest in him. It was the lack of input that was bugging me. I could hear Liam’s admonishment: You can’t control for all outcomes.


  Oh, but I wanted to.


  I forced a smile onto my face. “That’s great, Kiki. Good for you.”


  She looked away. “It’s stupid.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’m doing that exchange thing next year. It can’t go anywhere.”


  What the hell? “What exchange thing?”


  “I told you. I’m doing a year at Ohio State.”


  I felt queasy, though I hadn’t yet had that much to drink. I had zero memory of Kiki telling me about it. But that didn’t surprise me, in some way. We’d learned in the LOT that it was easier to blame the other person for something than tell them the truth. You just weren’t listening to me was a frequent ploy used in the Upper Camp to get away with minor infractions, right along with But you said yes when I asked you. Lying was so ingrained as forbidden, and the punishment for being caught so severe, that the adults mostly chose to believe that they’d forgotten over the possibility that we’d disobey them deliberately.


  Or Kiki actually had told me, and I’d been so wrapped up in my own shit that I hadn’t listened. That was a possibility too.


  “You’re leaving for real?” I said.


  “Just for a bit. And not until the fall.”


  I pulled her to me. She still smelled like our childhood, as if she were carrying the Land of Todd around with her wherever she went. And maybe she was. “I’ll miss you.”


  “I’ll miss you too.”


  “What am I going to do without you? I just got you back.”


  “I won’t be far. And I’ll be back.”


  “You better,” I said, then pulled away. “Now go find Covington.”


  After I’ve finished looking around and collected everything there is to find in Jessie’s tent, including a cell phone I’ve never seen, I leave the tent, dip into mine, and quickly fill my backpack with some necessities. Then I climb out and hoist the bag onto my back. I pick up the third paddleboard, loop the life vest around my neck, and tuck the paddle under my arm. The board is heavy, and I hate carrying things long distances, but it’s only about a quarter of a mile to the beach. The path is an old ski trail, not properly tended, and there are downed trees across it every hundred feet or so. I walk into the woods to go around them, breathing in through my nose as the weight starts to pull at me. The last part of the path is a hill. I drop the board and hurry up it, leaving my pack and paddle at the top, then return down to retrieve the board.


  I continue past my stuff and reach the beach just as JJ and Jessie are ready to push off. I was worried about being too far behind them, but the adrenaline coursing through me made swift work of the path.


  “I need to go back for my paddle and pack,” I say, motioning to the trees behind us.


  “Should we wait?” Jessie asks.


  “Start. I’ll catch up.”


  JJ gives me a look. “You okay?”


  My face feels red, like I’ve been drinking or caught a bad sunburn. “Yeah, of course. I just hate carrying stuff. Plus, it’s hot.”


  “It’ll be cooler out on the lake.”


  “Get going, then.”


  I watch them for a minute as they leave. JJ explains how to paddle to Jessie, and they soon have a good rhythm going. The lake is glass, like it gets most afternoons. There’s no one on the beach, and though I can hear the faraway buzz of a motorboat, I can’t see it. The scene looks like one of the postcards you can buy in the gift shop.


  I hustle back to the trees to recover my pack and paddle, then rush down to the water once more. Beads of sweat are running down my back, and my hands are slick as I put the board in the water. I drop it, splashing myself, then almost lose my balance as I scramble onto it. When I’m finally situated, kneeling in the center of the board, I push off, using the paddle to get past the rocks before I stand up.


  JJ and Jessie are not that far ahead of me, and once I stand, it only takes a few minutes of hard paddling to reach them, my shoulder initially protesting, then warming up and settling in. I slide in between JJ and Jessie.


  Or should I call her Molly?


  She doesn’t look like a Molly. As I watch her paddle, I wonder how often she goes by that name. Are names part of the game for her? And what does she call this game? This finding and frauding of Jessicas? What made her like this? Did she belong to a family of grifters? Was she simply the bad seed in an ordinary house? Did something happen to her when she was a child? I’m old enough to admit that I’m the way I am because of Todd. And what has she been doing with us all this time? I have my theories, but that’s all they are.


  “We’re going all the way across, yes?” JJ says.


  “Huh?”


  “The lake? We’re going to the other side, right?”


  I turn toward her. She’s got a compact motion with her paddle. It breaks the surface without a splash and leaves little eddies in its wake.


  “I’d like to,” I say. “You up for it?”


  She nods, her eyes hidden by her sunglasses. “Sure, if you think it’s safe.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jessie asks, sounding nervous.


  JJ raises her eyebrows, mocking her. “Lions and tigers and bears, oh my!”


  “Surely not.”


  “Bears, probably.”


  “Maybe we should go back?”


  “What are you, chicken?” I flash Jessie a smile that’s a challenge. “First person to the other side gets a prize!” I shout for good measure.


  “What’s the prize?” JJ asks.


  “You’ll have to paddle to the other side to find out.”


  “Fair’s fair, though. Let’s line up.”


  I miss a stroke and wait for us to re-form our line. Three Jessicas in a row. Ashes, Ashes, we all fall down.


  JJ leans forward, ready to take me on.


  I look at Jessie. “You in?”


  She squares her shoulders. “Bring it.”


  “Three, two, one . . . go!”


  Chapter 29


  End of the Line


  It’s hard to tell how long it takes us to get to the other side of the lake. All I know is that my lungs are screaming, and the buildup of lactic acid in my arms almost makes me stop, but I don’t. I think about everything that Jessie has done, and this propels me. I can look past the pain and focus on the shore as it gets closer, closer, closer, we’re here.


  My arms feel like lead, and I’m worried about the paddle back, but it’s too late for that now. I paddle right to the shore, the bottom of the board scraping against the rocks. I walk off the end, teetering slightly, and pull it up so it won’t float away. Then I fall to the rocky beach. I lie there on my back for a minute, trying to catch my breath. JJ got here first, winning the race, and Jessie’s somewhere behind us.


  I prop myself up and sit on my bum. I look up at the blue sky. It feels so impossibly far away even though we’re actually closer to it than back in New York. I check the lake as I take off my pack. Jessie’s a couple hundred feet away. My pack clangs and sloshes as I put it down.


  “What you got in there?” JJ asks.


  “Your prize.”


  She pulls a piece of driftwood toward me and sits down on it, grinning. I haul myself up beside her, my feet curling into a cramp. I kick off the cheap water shoes I bought a week ago at the convenience store near the park entrance and flex my toes against the rocks. I look around to distract myself. The forest is thick on this side, though there’s evidence of people. A fire ring. A picnic table. A few discarded cigarette butts.


  “You bring anything to drink?” JJ asks.


  “You bet.”


  I reach into my pack and take out a canteen. I take a long drink of water; it’s still cool, well insulated from the sun. I pass it to JJ.


  Jessie’s board scrapes against the rocks, announcing her arrival.


  “You made it,” JJ says.


  “Barely.” She stumbles off the board like I did a few minutes earlier. She’s very red in the face, both from sunburn and from the exertion. “Dead last,” she says.


  “You’ll still get a reward,” I say.


  “Lucky me.”


  “There’s water.” I motion to the canteen in JJ’s hand. “And also . . .” I reach into the backpack and pull out the cans of beer I stashed in there. “How about a real beverage?”


  JJ puts the canteen down on the gravel at her feet. “Now you’re talking.”


  I pull a beer off the tab and toss it to her. She cracks it open and drains it like we’re at a kegger. She crushes it under her arm and wipes her hand across her mouth. “That hit the spot.”


  “You want one, Jessie?”


  “Sure.”


  She takes a seat next to me gingerly and I hand her the beer. I put the six-pack back in my bag.


  “You’re not having one?” she asks.


  “In a minute.”


  Jessie nods as she opens her beer. I look out at the lake again. There’s no one in sight. The only thing I can hear is the soft lap of the water against the shore and the buzz of insects in the trees.


  JJ stands. “I’ll be right back.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’ve got a date with a tree.”


  Jessie takes a sip of her beer. “Don’t let a bear get you.”


  “I can defend myself.”


  JJ walks into the woods.


  “What else you got in there?” Jessie asks, nudging the pack with her foot. She’s wearing an old pair of Adidas, gray with grime.


  My heart thuds. “What?”


  “In your pack. You wouldn’t happen to have any snacks in there, would you?”


  “Oh yes. Of course.” I put it between my legs and root around inside. I pull out a package of beef jerky and another of trail mix. “Which do you want?”


  “I’ll take the jerky. And water, if you’ve got it.”


  I toss the jerky to her. She catches it easily.


  “The water’s in the canteen.”


  “Can you hand it to me?”


  “Oh, sure.” I keep one hand on my pack while I reach for the canteen. I take a sip of water to quell my dry mouth, then hand it to her.


  I can feel her eyes on me. Am I behaving strangely? I can’t tell. Is Jessie looking at me oddly? Maybe, maybe she is.


  “Well, this is a party,” JJ says, reappearing with her arms full of wood. She dumps it into the firepit, bends down, and makes short work of starting it with a lighter that she pulls from her pocket.


  “What’s the fire for?” Jessie asks.


  She shrugs. “Felt like making it. Who knows how long we’ll be here?”


  “It doesn’t get dark till late, though.” Jessie looks at her watch. “It’s only four. We have plenty of time to rest, then get back.”


  “Who doesn’t like a campfire?” JJ says by way of explanation, then walks over and sits next to me. She reaches into the pack and emerges with a beer. The pop of the tab opening sounds loud. Everything seems loud.


  I think I’m losing my mind.


  “What’s wrong with you two?” JJ asks.


  Jessie rips open the beef jerky package with her teeth. “Nothing.”


  “Yeah, nothing,” I say.


  “Bullshit. You guys have a fight when I was gone?”


  “Nope,” Jessie says, putting some beef jerky in her mouth. “But Jess doesn’t feel like talking.”


  “It’s nothing,” I say. “I’m tired.”


  I take one of the beers and open it. It’s lukewarm, but I need something to calm my nerves.


  “So, that was a shitshow today,” JJ says, crushing up her beer can and tucking it into the pack. “Ooh, trail mix.” She pulls it out.


  “You don’t say,” I answer, trying to keep my tone even.


  “We should go home,” Jessie says.


  “You sound like Liam,” I say, and Jessie makes a face.


  “And what, give up?” JJ says.


  “I guess.”


  I take a long drink of the bitter beer and listen to the fire pop. Going home would be the easy thing to do. It would be the sensible thing to do. But it’s not what I’m going to do. Because I came here to catch a Jessica, and here she is, sitting next to me, like she’s been all along.


  “No,” I say.


  “What’s that?” Jessie says.


  “I said no.”


  “Why not?”


  “You know why.”


  I haven’t been looking at her directly. But now I do. I gather my courage and remember everything she’s done to me, and JJ, and the others. And then I imagine that she’s Todd, and I look her right in the eye like I wanted to look at him all those years. Like I did when I was twelve and we got sent to the Back Forest.


  “What’s that?” she says again.


  “I said, you know why.” I pause. “Molly.”


  The beer can slips from her hand and splashes against the rocks.


  “What did you just say?”


  “I called you Molly.”


  Jessie scrambles to her feet. JJ and I are not far behind.


  “Catch me up,” JJ says.


  “I went through her stuff while you guys were going to the beach.”


  “You what?” Jessie says, her voice shaking.


  “Shut it,” JJ says.


  “I found her other ID.” I bend at the knees so I can keep my eyes on Jessie. I put my hand in my pack and pull out Jessie’s wallet. Her eyes narrow. “Here.” I stand and toss it to JJ. “Check the inner compartment.”


  JJ opens the wallet and finds a second driver’s license with Jessie’s photo on it.


  “There’s a boarding pass in there too,” I say. “The one she used to get into the airport today. She also had a bunch of other IDs in a pouch, bank cards, a few passports. Who knows which are real and which are fake.”


  I’m explaining to JJ, but my eyes haven’t left Jessie. She hasn’t reacted beyond the first blip. She’s standing there, a stone. Only her eyes are moving slightly, as if she’s calculating the distance to the door. But there isn’t any door. There’s nowhere to go but the lake.


  “I can explain,” Jessie says finally, her voice a squeak.


  “I’m listening,” JJ says, but she takes a step toward Jessie. JJ’s body is tense, like it was last night at the washstand. As if violence isn’t far behind.


  “It’s not what it looks like.”


  “Of course it is,” I say as JJ takes another step.


  “It’s not. I swear. Jess, come on. We’ve been together off and on all summer. I’m not . . . I’m not her.”


  “You are.”


  “No. I only have those IDs because of her. I needed to be someone else for a while. Someone she didn’t have a hold over, a connection to. You understand, don’t you, JJ? After everything she did to you, wouldn’t it be nice to be anonymous?”


  “That’s a good story,” I say. “Tell me, have you had that ready for a while, or did you make it up on the spot?”


  “It’s not a story.”


  “It is, though. And I can prove it.” I reach into my pocket and take out my cell. I scroll through my texts until I find it. The thread with Jessica Two. The threats she’s sent me, including the one from today.


  I type something and hit “Send.”


  Then I take out the other cell phone that I found in Jessie’s tent and hold it in my left hand. An unmistakable sound goes off as it receives my text.


  Ping!


  She got the message.


  Chapter 30


  Ollie, Ollie, Oxen Free


  Seconds later, JJ and I are chasing Jessie through the woods. I stopped long enough to shove my feet back into my water shoes, but part of me regrets it as the wet fabric rubs against my skin.


  Jessie’s faster than I expected, weaving in and out of the trees, not looking back. But then I think back to that first time I saw her, at the end of her run back in Wilmington. Who knows how long she’d been out there that day, or how fast she could go?


  I drop my head to avoid the branch of a conifer but not fast enough. I feel the skin on my cheek slice open, but I can’t stop to tend it. It’s easy to see Jessie; she’s still wearing her bright-yellow life jacket, jumping over logs like a deer. JJ’s to the right of me, just ahead, also faster than I am, her arms pumping. I’m having trouble catching my breath, and my legs feel like they’re moving through molasses.


  I stop and cup my hands around my mouth. “Jessie! There’s no use running! Stop!”


  She keeps going, so I start to run again. JJ’s gaining on her but still hasn’t caught her.


  Wham!


  I slam into the forest floor so fast I don’t even have time to get my hands out in front of me. My chin hits first, clicking my teeth into my tongue. My mouth fills with the metallic taste of blood as I lie facedown, stunned, unsure of how badly I’ve hurt myself. I can feel my heart thudding, the blood rushing to the various scrapes and bruises that I’ve collected today. I hear a shout up ahead, indistinct. Was that JJ?


  I pull my arms out from under me; nothing’s broken. I place my hands on the ground and start to push myself up gently. Everything hurts, but it all seems to be working.


  “No!”


  The voice seems closer now, and scared. A new jolt of adrenaline brings me to my feet. I grab a rock off the ground, then spin around in a circle, looking, looking. Dammit, where are they?


  “Stop!”


  There! A flash of yellow. I start to run, my left leg dragging with a sprain that might be more serious than I can absorb right now. I break through the trees and there they are, in a small clearing. Jessie’s on her back on the ground, her hands up, trying to protect her face. JJ’s standing over her with a heavy piece of wood in her hand, ready to go in for the kill.


  “Stop!” I scream as JJ pulls her arm back.


  “You stupid bitch,” JJ says to her.


  “JJ, no,” I say. “Not like . . . Stop! Back away.”


  “Please, JJ, please.” Jessie’s crying, but it sounds fake to me.


  I walk toward them gingerly. Jessie has a gash across her forehead. Her arms and legs are scratched up like mine. Only JJ seems unfazed and uninjured.


  “Please, Jess, don’t let her—”


  “Shut up, Jessie!” I say. “You’re not helping.”


  I put my hand on JJ’s shoulder. She rounds on me quickly, and I duck out of the way of the log.


  “Hey! Watch it.”


  “Sorry, man, I—”


  Jessie uses the moment of inattention to jump to her feet. “She almost killed me,” she says to me.


  “Drop the act, Molly.”


  Her face relaxes and it’s easier to see her now: Jessica Two. Like a painting that was there all the time, only a bit of linseed oil needed to reveal the image underneath the mask.


  “Fine,” she says. “Whatever you like.”


  “There’s nothing about this I like.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “Stay there.” I point to her. “What do you want to do?” I ask JJ.


  She thinks about it. “Nice secluded spot. No one will find the body before the bears get to her.”


  I watch Jessie as JJ speaks. She’s calculating the odds that JJ’s actually going to hurt her. Maybe she’s remembering back to last night at the washstand. We both saw the look in JJ’s eyes. The casualness. She’s killed someone before, maybe at close hand.


  “We’ve left our DNA all over, though,” I say, as I wipe my hand across my cheek. It comes away full of blood. “Plus, the mess we’ve made of the forest.”


  “You think they’re going to get all CSI out here if this piece of shit goes missing?”


  “Not sure. It’s possible, though, isn’t it?”


  “They’ll definitely do it,” Jessie says.


  “Shut up!” JJ and I say together.


  I get closer to JJ without taking my eyes off Jessie. She smells earthy, sweat and dirt mixed with a tinge of blood.


  “Let’s get the money first.”


  “First? What’s—”


  JJ turns and thrusts her hand out in a chopping motion against Jessie’s throat. Jessie falls to the ground, gasping, clutching her neck.


  “Shit, JJ. How’s she going to talk now?”


  “Don’t worry, I didn’t do anything permanent. That’ll keep her quiet for a minute. I couldn’t stand her talking anymore.”


  I watch Jessie rolling around on the ground, clutching her throat. I have to admit, it feels good to see her suffer.


  “You think we can get her to talk?” JJ says. “Tell us where the money is?”


  “I think so.”


  I walk to Jessie. I crouch down so I’m closer to her. She’s stopped struggling, but she’s still rubbing at her throat like she swallowed a pill down the wrong tube. The gash on her forehead is oozing and looks like the kind of thing that could get easily infected.


  “Where is it?”


  She coughs. Tries to speak. Coughs again. “Where’s what?” she finally gets out in a scratchy voice.


  “The money, moron. Our money.”


  “I’ve spent it.”


  “Come on. All of it?”


  “Most, anyway.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “Well, I have.”


  “Living in the middle of nowhere, working in an elementary school? Nope, I’m not buying it. You, JJ?”


  “Not a fucking chance.”


  I shove the rock I’m still holding into the large pocket of my board shorts and reach out my hand. “Give me your phone.”


  “Why?”


  “Just do it.”


  She takes it out of her pocket and gives it to me. It’s encased in one of those waterproof housing units, which is why I assume she was willing to bring it out on the water. While the cell reception on the other side of the lake is spotty, here her phone has four bars of service, something I’d noticed when JJ and I came over here two days ago. I hit the home button, and the lock screen appears.


  “What’s the password?”


  “123456.”


  JJ’s next to her in an instant. “You think this is funny?” She grabs one of Jessie’s arms and twists it behind her back. “Some kind of joke?”


  “Ow, no, no.”


  “Then what’s the fucking password?”


  “071090.”


  I shake my head as I enter my birthday. “You have no fucking respect, do you?”


  The screen clears. I flip through several screens till I come to a folder called “Bank.” I open it. There are several banking apps inside.


  “Which bank?”


  “Guess,” she says.


  JJ pulls her arm tighter. “Don’t think I won’t break it.”


  “Okay, okay, it’s the Wells Fargo one.”


  I open the app and enter in the same passcode. Nothing happens.


  “It’s not working. Is there a different password?”


  “No.”


  JJ tugs again.


  “I swear, it’s the same password.”


  I try it again and get the same error message.


  “Hand me the phone,” JJ says.


  I put it in her outstretched hand. She untwists Jessie’s arm and puts the phone in Jessie’s hand, then moves her thumb over the home button.


  “Two-factor ID,” she explains, then hands it back to me.


  The app is open. I check her account. She’s got less than $5,000 in it.


  “Is this all of it?”


  “Yes, I swear.”


  “What about these other bank apps?”


  “I just use those to . . . you know . . .”


  “Take other people’s money?”


  “Yeah.”


  “That’s what you were trying to do today in the airport with Five, right? Trying to get her to play the game, right in front of me. How fucking stupid do you think I am?”


  “I wasn’t, I swear, I—”


  “Enough! God, you’re such a liar.”


  JJ looks at me. “What are you thinking?”


  “She wired the money from my account to some account offshore. But these are domestic banks. I bet she did the same with your money. And the others.”


  “Right.” JJ turns back to Jessie. “Where’s the fucking money? And don’t even try to tell me that you’ve spent it. You only took Jess’s money a couple of months ago, right, Jess?”


  “That’s right. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”


  “So, there’s no way that’s gone.”


  Jessie tries a different angle. “It’s not that simple. I can’t transfer it by phone. I have to make some calls and answer security questions and—”


  “Then you’re going to tell us how to get it.”


  “And if I do? What happens to me?”


  “We’re not killers,” I say.


  She looks at me. “You might not be. I’m not so sure about her.”


  JJ tilts her head as if she’s proud. “If we say we’ll let you go, we’ll let you go.”


  “What assurance do I have?”


  “You’re going to have to trust us,” I say. “You have no other choice.”


  “At least let go of my arm. It hurts.”


  JJ looks to me for my opinion.


  “Do it,” I say.


  She lets go. Jessie moves a foot away and pulls her arm to her chest, rubbing it.


  “Tell us how to get the money,” I say.


  “Not here, okay? When we get back to camp. We can go to the lodge where there’s good Wi-Fi, and I’ll walk you through the whole process.”


  “No, tell us now.”


  “Or what?”


  JJ gives her a hard stare.


  “More arm twisting, for starters, I’d imagine,” I say. “Unless you start answering some questions.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like what are you even doing here? Why didn’t you just tell me to go stuff it when I found you with Liam? Or throw me into the Ausable River?”


  “I tried.”


  “You what?”


  “I did try to push you into the river. Then those people came along.”


  “She’s shitting you,” JJ says.


  “You think?”


  “Course. Why would she admit that if she’s trying to live?”


  “Good point.” I crouch down in front of Jessie. “So, what are you doing here?”


  “Who cares?” JJ says.


  “I want to know. Why did you do it? Why play along?”


  I hold Jessie’s gaze. She gives a shrug. “Couldn’t pass it up.”


  “What’s that?”


  She smiles in a way that reminds me of Todd. “The fun. Watching you flail around. Trying these desperate plans. It’s been . . . fun.”


  Her words have a ring of truth to them. And so there you have it. We’ve been amusing her. We’ve been sport.


  “Tell me something,” Jessie says.


  “What?”


  “What made you go looking? Why did you go through my bag?”


  “Liam was suspicious.”


  She makes a face. The face she always makes when Liam comes up.


  “Liam.”


  “Yeah, Liam. What about it? Why are you always so down on him? He frightens you, right? You knew he didn’t trust you.”


  Jessie shakes her head. “He doesn’t love you, you know. You’re just . . . a distraction.”


  “You don’t know what you’re fucking talking about.”


  “Of course I do. Don’t you get it? I’ve studied you for a long time. And you, too, JJ. That’s what I do. You’re not the first of his little foundlings that he’s been with, did you know that? I bet you didn’t, I bet you—”


  “How many times do I have to tell you to shut up!”


  She stops talking. Maybe she knows she’s pushed me too far.


  “Now, for the last time, tell us how to get the money back.”


  “We mean it, Jessie,” JJ says. “Last chance to cooperate.”


  She stands there, her eyes roving between us, weighing her options, and I can see her choosing the wrong thing as she does it.


  She runs.


  Chapter 31


  Fugue State


  “Everyone dies,” Todd always used to say, “except me.”


  It was how he started off his weekly meetings, those interminable Sundays where we had to make extra sure we were sitting the way he wanted and that we kept the younger children away. Once, a boy of about three fell off his chair, and we got half rations for a week. We made sure to pay attention as best we could even though none of it made any sense. Was Todd saying he was immortal? A god? Or was he being more figurative, that he’d be someone remembered by history long after he was gone, but we’d be the dust under his feet that no one remembered? I didn’t spend too much time thinking about it; it made about as much sense as anything Todd ever said. Besides, why couldn’t it be true? He’d convinced all these seemingly rational people to leave their lives and sign over their money and their children to his experiment. Maybe he had found the secret to eternal life?


  Only he did die. He did die, and I had questions.


  Not right away. Not when I was living with Kiki and acting like I was as wise as Liam. But after I failed, after I was left with my guilt and my regrets, I wanted answers. I wanted answers, finally, to all the questions I’d left behind, what had happened after I left, and what it meant for me and the people in my life who were still being affected by all of it on a daily basis.


  I only knew one place to get those kinds of answers.


  It was, unfortunately, the last place I wanted to go. But I was so angry that it overcame any rational objections. I was keeping to myself those days. I hadn’t seen Liam or The Twists in months. The guy I was seeing off and on wasn’t someone I could tell any of this to. And my work friends at FeedNews tended to give advice like: You don’t need negativity in your life, Jess. Light a candle and let it go.


  Fat fucking chance I was doing that, even if I was able to.


  So, I made my plans and took a few days off. I rented a car and navigated cautiously out of the city. Having only learned to drive as an adult—from Liam, of course—I still didn’t feel the confidence that I imagined came with learning at sixteen like a normal kid. It was one more thing that Kiki and I had bonded over. She’d learned to drive during her year in Ohio. She’d called me all excited about it, and the roommate who’d pushed her to do it. “I finally feel free,” she’d said, and I’d felt so fucking smug.


  And now she was gone, and my parents—who were not dead, despite what I’d told everyone—had settled on an old horse farm in Connecticut with some of the remnants from the Land of Todd. They didn’t get any money in the settlement, but one of the women had an inheritance she’d kept from Todd, this run-down property in the middle of nowhere. About twenty of them had gathered there after the LOT was closed down. My parents. Kiki’s parents, most of the originals who’d spent too much time living communally to go back out into the regular world.


  My mother had, bizarrely, sent me a Christmas card with the address a year after that New Year’s Eve party with Kiki. I didn’t know who it was from when I got it; I’d never seen my mother’s handwriting. The return address was for someone named Charlotte Williams, which I honest to God had forgotten was my mother’s actual name. I thought it might be some long-lost cousin reaching out after having read the piece in FeedNews. It had come out in September and had garnered a ton of attention, both for me and the cult itself. I’d gotten a steady stream of emails from people I barely remembered. Some of them were thanking me. Others wished I’d left well enough alone. I didn’t care about them, though. What mattered to me was Kiki’s reaction, and the leg up the article had given me at work.


  I’d made Kiki the protagonist of the story. She’d started her year away in Ohio. I’d included that detail in the story too. Her happy ending, turning all the bad she’d suffered into something better for a new generation.


  “I don’t want people to know my business,” she’d said to me in a phone call after it had come out.


  “I hid your identity.” I’d called her Katherine in the story, her middle name.


  “That doesn’t change anything.”


  I felt like shit. I’d made the usually placid Kiki angry. All to advance my career. “I mean, I hoped that the story would get a lot of reads, and I told you I was writing it.”


  “You didn’t say it would be about me. You didn’t ask my permission.”


  “You’re right. I suck. Forgive me?”


  The line went staticky.


  “Kiki?”


  “I wanted to start over.”


  “I know. Me too.” I looked at the picture she’d painted for me for Christmas, which I’d hung on my wall. “No one will figure it out. And if they do, you can use it to your advantage. Like, I grew up in a cult! Isn’t that cool?”


  “I’m not cool; I’m going to be a kindergarten teacher.”


  “You’re the coolest person there ever was,” I said, and she laughed. “Besides, this story will be yesterday’s news tomorrow, and you can go on living your elementary schoolteacher dream in peace.”


  Those words have haunted me.


  So, there I was, on a hot June day four years ago, driving down a dusty road searching for an address that had been a bit blurry on the Christmas card my mother sent me. Inside was a premade Christmas message, but below that she’d written: We love you. And that was it. Nothing asking to see me. Nothing saying she was sorry. Just a declaration of love that I had trouble believing.


  I found the right road and turned left. From a distance, the house looked impressive—a large white farmhouse surrounded by pastures. Up close, though, the house screamed of neglect. The paint was flaking off, the garden was overgrown, and several rusted-out trucks were parked near the garage.


  It seemed almost abandoned, except for the little girl swinging in a tire hanging from a tree. It was the girl I’d seen with my parents at Todd’s funeral, the one who looked enough like me to be my sister. She was about seven then, and her yellow hair was in two pigtails caught at the end with red barrettes. She was wearing a pair of blue coveralls, and she looked so innocent and perfect that it occurred to me that she’d been placed there to lure people in.


  Nothing to see here, folks! Look, we have cute little girls in pigtails!


  I hadn’t given her much thought since the funeral, and I wasn’t expecting to see her. What I was expecting, I didn’t rightly know. Just not her.


  “I know who you are,” she said to me after I got out of the car and started walking to the house.


  “That right?”


  “Yeah. You’re the girl who left.”


  “My name is Jessica.”


  She cocked her head to the side. “I didn’t know that.”


  “No?”


  She popped her fingers into her mouth, sucking them. “Nah, they don’t use your name.”


  I wanted to vomit. My parents didn’t use my name? They just referred to me as what? The Girl Who Left? What the fuck was this? Why the hell was I here?


  I almost turned around and got back in my car, but I could see my mother peeking through the window, and I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing me turn tail and leave.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Serene.”


  “That right?”


  “Yes.”


  She had a slight lisp, which must have put her on Todd’s shit list. Any imperfection was the fault of the imperfect person. He nearly lost his mind once when he noticed that one of the boys had a large zit on his chin. Clean living, you see, should’ve kept the downsides of puberty away. God, he was an asshole.


  “What’s your last name?” I asked her.


  “Blakemore.”


  I clenched my fist so hard my nails almost broke skin. “That’s not your last name.”


  “Yes, it is. Mom says.”


  Fuck, fuck, fuck. We were all Blakemores when we lived in the LOT. Todd’s last name was given to all of us—we were all his children, apparently, belonging to him. But he didn’t have any actual children, not that we knew of. There were rumors—an occasional woman who gave birth to a child who people whispered about and then watched for signs of particular favor from Todd. Liam’s nephew, Aaron, was one of those kids, but it’s also just as likely that the other kids were simply jealous and looking for a reason why he didn’t have to spend as much time as we did learning how to dig the perfect ditch and tricking out end-of-the-world shelters.


  “She’s not your mom.”


  “Jessica!”


  My head snapped to the left. My mother stood there, wearing coveralls similar to Serene’s. Had they traded one uniform in for another? Why couldn’t these people be free of each other?


  “Therese.”


  She looked stern. “You don’t . . .” My mother’s hands fluttered at her side. She looked tired, and old.


  “Don’t what?”


  “You can call me Mom. Or Charlotte. I don’t go by Therese anymore.”


  “Can I?”


  I could feel Serene’s eyes on us. I didn’t want to have this conversation in front of this girl who looked too much like me, too much like memories. I didn’t want to be having this conversation at all.


  “Of course you can, honey, I—”


  “Is Tanya here?”


  “She’s in the kitchen. Why?”


  “Because she’s the person I came to see.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You don’t have a phone,” I said. Serene’s swing squeaked. I turned to look at her. She was pumping her legs methodically, pushing the tire higher into the air. Was she going to jump? Should someone tell her to stop and consider the consequences? Todd didn’t believe in that. Let the children fall where they may, he used to say. They’ll find a way to get back up again if they’re meant to.


  “What?” my mother said.


  “You don’t have a phone,” I said again, turning back to her. “That’s why I had to come.”


  “You didn’t come to see me and your father?”


  “No.”


  “Why are you here, then?”


  My mother shrank into herself as she asked that question. And if I’m being honest, I took some pleasure in that. It made me feel bigger, powerful somehow, to know I could injure her without even lifting a hand. And I hadn’t even said the worst part yet.


  Because the worst part was why I was there.


  The worst part was, “Kiki’s dead.”


  Chapter 32


  The Consequence


  My ankle protests at the renewed run through the woods, but JJ doesn’t seem to feel any strain. She yells after Jessie, “There’s nowhere for you to go!”


  But she’s wrong about that. Jessie’s running back to the water, where there are paddleboards and potentially other people if she makes it out into the lake, and we have to stop her before she gets away.


  “Don’t let her get to the water,” I yell to JJ, and she kicks herself into another gear as she dodges and weaves through the thick stand of trees.


  My lungs are screaming at me to stop, but I can’t. I count out the seconds in my head. How long did we run last time? How long till she makes it to the shore? We haven’t seen anyone all day, but there’s no guarantee of that continuing.


  I dig as deep as I’ve ever had to in my entire life, knowing how important it is to get to Jessie before she reaches the beach. At some point, Jessie’s flung off her life jacket, and I can see her shoulders flagging, her steps a bit more cautious. She seems to be limping slightly; maybe she hurt herself in the tussle with JJ. I lengthen my stride, getting closer with every step, and finally she’s right in front of me. I can see water up ahead through the trees, but we’re still two hundred yards from the beach. Jessie trips on a root, her arms flailing in front of her as she loses speed trying to keep her balance.


  Now. I have to strike now.


  I reach into my pocket and take out the rock I stashed there earlier, then take a few running steps like I’m doing the long jump and catch her around the middle, knocking her down.


  We tumble together to the ground. She screams, and then there’s a loud crack, a horrible wet sound. Jessie goes limp beneath me and I skid past her, ending up back on the forest floor with knees that feel like the skin’s been ripped off them. I drop the rock still tight in my hand, bring myself to a standing position, then turn around and look down. She’s lying perfectly still, silent and gray. Her head is at a weird angle, like her neck’s been snapped, and there’s blood oozing from her forehead and mouth.


  I heave once, but hold it in, bringing my hand to my mouth.


  JJ slaps through the trees and stops next to me. I can smell the sweat coming off her; we’re both a mix of blood and exertion.


  JJ looks down at Jessie, then rears back her leg and kicks Jessie in the shin.


  “Get up!”


  I drop my hand. “JJ!”


  “What?”


  “She’s not . . .”


  I point to Jessie, motionless on the ground. The blood is more obvious now, a wet streak on her chin, and there’s a sharp rock with a terrible stain on it inches away from her head.


  JJ understands in the same moment that it sinks in.


  Jessie’s dead.


  I’ve killed her.


  I’m struggling for breath, and all I can think is, Don’t throw up, don’t throw up, don’t throw up.


  I’ve killed someone.


  Don’t throw up.


  “Stupid bitch,” JJ says. “She got what she deserved.”


  “We need to clean up,” I say a few minutes later after my heartbeat has returned to a more normal rhythm and the dry heaves have passed.


  JJ agrees, and so we spend the next hour clearing the scene. I pull a tarp from my pack, and we put Jessie on it so her blood stops oozing into the ground. JJ takes the latrine shovel I also brought to dig up the earth around Jessie’s head and walks it into the lake to let it disappear. Then we repeat the scene at the clearing in the woods where Jessie fell the first time. It takes a while to locate the spots of blood, and we can’t be sure we’ve gotten all of them, but it’s the best we can do under the circumstances.


  We don’t talk much. JJ dumps the dirt in the water, letting it darken and then dissolve, and I toss the stone I was holding and the one that she struck her head on as far away as possible. Then we both take a swim, scrubbing the dirt and blood from our bodies and cleaning out the scrapes we’ve collected as best we can with a tube of biodegradable soap, using up every drop. My fingernails are caked with dirt, and maybe more, so I find some sand to use as a scrub and work them until they’re clean and my fingers start to prune. The water is cold, and by the time I’m satisfied that I’ve gotten myself as clean as possible, I’m shivering.


  When I head back onto the beach, JJ’s got her shirt wrapped around her waist, and the rest of her clothes are drying on a log near the fire that she’s built up again. Her prosthetic arm is resting next to it. Her hair is spiked and her breasts are lying flat against her chest. I can see the ridgelines of her stomach muscles. She looks like an Amazon—not someone to be trifled with.


  I guess we both look like that now.


  I wrap the other towel around me and sit on the log. The fire is hot and starts to warm me quickly. JJ takes a seat next to me and I check my watch. It’s six thirty.


  “We need to get going so we have enough time to get back while it’s still light out,” JJ says.


  “How long did it take us to get here?” I look across the lake. Our beach seems far away and deserted.


  “About an hour. But we were also racing. And I don’t know about you, but I’m worn out. I think we should leave at least an hour and a half to get back. Especially since we’re also going to have to tow the extra paddleboard.”


  “We could leave the body here,” I say.


  “I think that’s a bad idea. The animals might dig her up, and people come over here.”


  I put my feet out in front of me. They’re full of scratches. My whole body is. “The lake it is, then.”


  “Agreed.”


  “Then tomorrow, we go to the local cops to tell them that Jessie ran away.”


  “And say what, exactly?”


  “We tell them the truth. Not all of it, of course, but enough of it that our story will check out. I lost my money, I went searching for the bad guy, met Jessie who presented as another victim, we teamed up, found you, and then came here because there’s another Jessica living here. Turns out, Jessie was the bad guy all along, which we figured out when we found her Molly ID and the other stuff in her bag. When we confronted her about it, she ran away.”


  “You think it will work?”


  “It’s taking a page out of her book, right? How she was hiding in plain sight the whole time. How hard are they going to look for her?”


  “We could try telling them it was self-defense,” JJ says.


  “Too risky,” I say. “If they don’t buy that, then I’m going away for a long time. You too.”


  “You’re right. I want to get our money back, though. How are we going to do that?”


  I face a grim thought. “We’re going to have to use her fingerprint to get back into her accounts and then change the password to give us time to figure it out.”


  “We need to keep this as simple as possible,” JJ says. “A lot could go wrong.”


  “Yes. And then we need to pray that no one ever finds the body.”


  Chapter 33


  Someone Always Has to Do the Dirty Work


  We decide to wait till twilight to do the deed. There’ll be less chance of us being seen then, when we dump her body in the lake.


  “We’ll have to weigh her down,” JJ says.


  “À la Virginia Woolf?”


  “Who?”


  “An author who killed herself by filling her pockets with stones. She wasn’t found for almost a month. And then her husband buried her body under her favorite tree or something.”


  “People believed that story?”


  I shrug. “She suffered from depression.”


  “Sounds like her husband killed her, then covered it up.”


  “I guess that’s possible. Regardless, that was in a river. Think about how deep this lake is. Plus, there must be lots of fish in there.”


  “Do fish eat humans?”


  “Some must.”


  “All right, let’s go find some rocks.”


  The shore is full of them. I dump out the backpack and we fill it with rocks. JJ hauls it to where we’ve left Jessie, about two hundred yards from the beach in the woods where she can’t be seen from the water in case someone goes by, and dumps it out. Jessie’s board shorts have deep pockets, as does her sweatshirt. We fill them both with the heaviest rocks we can fit inside. Then we wrap the tarp around her and tie it off with the rope from the ankle leash from her paddleboard. We bring her board into the woods, then work together to lift her onto it so we can use it as a stretcher.


  When we get her down to the lake, the light is murky as the sun sets, and there’s a kind of steam coming off the water as the colder air meets it. It’s the perfect cover for what we’re doing, thank God, even assuming there’s anyone around. But the lake is bare. The pattern I’ve noticed over the last week is the same: people pack up shop around five and then stay close to their campsites. In fact, the only thing I’ve seen more than a couple hundred feet from the tents after dark was a moose.


  I felt sick the entire time we were working and was glad I’d only had a couple of sips of beer, but as soon as we’re back, JJ picks up the trail mix I’d offered Jessie earlier and eats it quickly, washing it down with one of the remaining beers.


  “How can you eat?” I ask.


  “You should too. We have a long paddle ahead.”


  “Can’t.”


  “Suit yourself.”


  When she’s finished, we clean up the camp, returning everything we brought to my backpack and JJ’s. I add Jessie’s phone wrapped in a plastic bag along with her wallet and ID to mine. Unlocking her phone had been the worst task. Jessie’s hand felt cold, though that was probably my imagination. But we need that phone unlocked to change the password, and now it works with my fingerprint. Everything in it is mine.


  We each do a last survey of the campsite. The fire has died way down, but JJ insists on dumping the remaining beer on it to put it out, and when that isn’t enough, we fill and dump our canteens time and again until it’s all runny ash.


  “The last thing we need,” JJ says, “is to start a forest fire.”


  “We’ve done enough damage today.”


  We carry Jessie’s paddleboard to the water. JJ takes her own ankle leash and attaches it to Jessie’s board as a tow rope. I hold the board steady while she climbs on, then help her push off with Jessie trailing behind. She needs to paddle slow and steady, so Jessie doesn’t roll off her board too early, and the rocks help with that, keeping her firmly in place.


  I get on my own board and paddle softly behind JJ. I wish I’d brought headlamps, but we’d have to keep them off, anyway. The moon’s not out yet, but it will be soon. We have maybe thirty minutes to get this done.


  JJ keeps a steady rhythm, and the water’s still flat, easing our path, though I feel a trickle of a breeze on my neck. That’s all we need, for a storm to start up. The weather can change in an instant in these mountains. Just last week, eight people had been blasted off the Grand Teton by unexpected lightning. That mountain is behind us, looming large and sharp. I’ve marveled every morning at the view, but now it seems sinister.


  “We should do it here,” JJ says.


  We’re still closer to the beach we just left than the beach we’re going to, but already my arms are killing me. “You sure?”


  “Yeah. Wouldn’t want to risk getting any closer.”


  “All right.”


  I paddle up to her so we can raft up. Jessie’s bobbing behind us, almost peaceful under the tarp. Until I notice the stain seeping through, dark red, almost black. Ugh. I thought these things were supposed to be waterproof.


  “What do we do?” I ask.


  “Push her off gently, I think. Let’s not make a splash.”


  I pull on the ankle leash to bring the board in between ours. The moon is rising. We have to do this now. The board is between us. “I think we should tilt it.”


  “Toward you or me?”


  “You. Okay?”


  She nods and leans her weight on her side of Jessie’s board, while I lift with all my might. It doesn’t budge at all at first, but then slowly, slowly, it rises, and she starts to slide off. I heave even harder to bring the board up as JJ pushes down, and then she’s off the board and into the water. The body floats there for a moment and I despair that we’ve fucked it up, but then the tarp takes on water, and I guess Jessie does, too, and she starts to sink slowly beneath the glacial water in a rush of bubbles.


  “We return thee to the earth from whence all things came,” I find myself saying, an old incantation the kids used to chant in imitation of Todd when our pet mouse or cat would die, and we’d sneak away to bury it. “Find peace there, and know that ye will be remembered.”


  The moon has risen like a flashlight on our sins by the time we get back to shore. I can barely paddle, and I’ve gotten down on my knees to make the strokes shorter because I’m so woozy from lack of food and everything else that’s happened today that I’m worried I might fall off.


  I realize I was half-asleep when my board scrapes against rocks.


  We’ve made it. We’re here.


  JJ hops into the water, her prosthetic arm held high. “Come help me.”


  I follow her command again. She motions what she wants me to do—clean off Jessie’s paddleboard. I reach down and scoop up handfuls of sand and rocks and sluice the board. There’s a small dark stain near where her head was resting that’s visible in the moonlight. Nausea overtakes me again, but we can’t stop now, so I renew my scrubbing until the stain is gone and the board looks like it did before any of this happened.


  “What should we do with the boards?” I ask, speaking low.


  “Bring them back to camp, then return them to the rental place tomorrow.”


  “Okay.”


  We’re both whispering, but our voices seem loud to me. There’s no one around to hear us, but we can’t take the risk our voices carry.


  “One of us will come back for hers, I guess,” I say.


  “If you take my paddle, I can carry both.”


  We climb out of the water. I help JJ put a board under each arm, then pick up my own board and our paddles. I can barely carry one board; I don’t know how she handles two.


  “You got all that?” she asks. “We can make two trips.”


  “I think I’m okay.”


  I start to walk up the hill. This is the worst part, but I grit it out. I get to the top and find the path as my eyes adjust to the dark. I can see lights up ahead: car headlights, or maybe it’s from camper vans. I can smell the smoke from a campfire and the most amazing smell of frying meat. It makes me woozy, but I keep walking. It’s about five hundred steps, and I start counting down— five hundred steps. I can do this.


  I get to the first felled tree and almost start to weep. I forgot about the trees. I cut into the woods to get around it and get snagged on a branch. I tug myself free and find the path again. 450 steps now. 449. 448. 447 . . . My foot snags on a root, and I fall to the ground with a great clatter. Equipment splays out around me. I can’t even tell if I’m injured. I simply feel broken.


  “You okay?” JJ asks quietly.


  “I’m okay,” I say, but I’m not. The day has finally caught up to me. Everything that happened. Everything we did.


  Jessie is dead, she’s dead, and I killed her.


  My God, I actually killed her.


  I let out a great choking sob, and I hear a clatter and JJ’s on the ground next to me, her arms around me, one warm and one steel. I sob into her shoulder.


  “We did it,” I say. “We did it.”


  “Shhh, come on, don’t lose the plot now.”


  “It feels like I’m falling apart.”


  She leans back and looks me in the eye. “That’s a normal reaction. But we’ve got a long way to go yet tonight. So, I’m going to need you to buck up, take a deep breath, and dig in.”


  “Does that work in combat situations?” I say through something between a sob and a laugh.


  “Sometimes. A lot of people in my unit have some pretty serious problems.”


  “PTSD?”


  “For starters. I lost an arm, but they’ve never gotten back to normal.”


  I almost sob again. “What’s normal?”


  “Fuck if I know. But that doesn’t change the fact that we’ve got to get up and get back to camp.” She stands but I don’t move. She reaches out a hand to me. “On your feet, soldier.”


  I slap my hand into hers, and together we get me up to a standing position.


  “I think you might want to take less equipment this time,” JJ says. “And come back for the rest.”


  “Good idea.”


  I reach down and pick up the paddles. There’s blood oozing from the wounds on my knees.


  “Don’t look,” JJ says. “Eyes front.”


  I obey.


  “Now, march!”


  Chapter 34


  The Greatest Sin


  Tanya didn’t take the news of Kiki’s death well. They’d kept in touch sporadically since Kiki had left the LOT. I hadn’t realized, but that wasn’t the biggest secret I’d learn that day.


  I told them all in the kitchen. My parents, my aunt and uncle, the other adults who’d joined them in this splinter cell, and Serene. The kitchen was painted a faded yellow, and the white paint on the ceiling was peeling and cracked. This was quite some paradise they’d built for themselves.


  Before I spoke, the kitchen was full of buzzy energy, everyone talking and asking questions and muttering. Everyone except for Serene. Like her name, she was a calm little girl; she might’ve looked like me, but she resembled Kiki in temperament.


  After I gave them the news, Tanya sat there in shock, her face white, then buried her head in her hands on the battered kitchen table. My uncle Tom placed his hand on her back, rubbing at her neck while large tears ran slowly down his face. No one else said anything. They all just stared at me as if keeping silent would contain the truth to that room and make it reversible. Then I realized that they were simply reverting to their original programming, performing the Silence Ritual, which was how you honored the dead, according to Todd. You didn’t speak about them or remember their life or toast and tell stories. You held your tongue, sometimes for days, and when you could speak again it was as if they were never there. Only Todd got the special treatment of a funeral, I realized.


  Only Todd was allowed to be treated like a regular human being.


  “What’s wrong with you people?” I yelled. “Todd’s been dead for years, and you’re still, what? Living the life? This is so pathetic. I mean, how many days of silence is Kiki going to get? Or will it only be hours? And then it’ll be lunchtime, and someone will be hungry, and you’ll make a sandwich, right, Tom? That was always your job, and you’ll ask about wheat or rye and that will be it. She’ll be gone. She’ll be gone forever.”


  I broke down then. I didn’t want these people to see my weakness, but there wasn’t any helping it. Kiki was dead and it was my fault, and sitting there in that small re-creation of the LOT was my punishment for all of it. How long was I going to have to sit there, I wanted to know, until it was okay for me to leave and never look back?


  Then a strange thing happened. Serene came and stood next to me, slipping her small hand into mine, and patting me on the back the way Tom was caressing Tanya. I was both repulsed and comforted by it, but I didn’t know how to make it stop.


  And then my mother spoke.


  “Was it in Ohio?” she asked, breaking the spell.


  I pulled my hand gently from Serene’s and patted her on the head. She smiled at me and ran back to my mother.


  “Jessica?” my mother prompted.


  “Yes.”


  “Why did she go there? She never said.”


  “She was taking a year away. I think she found New York overwhelming.”


  “You never should’ve brought her there,” Tanya said, raising her head and speaking through clenched teeth. They were yellowed and crooked from years of no dental care, but she still resembled Kiki enough to make looking at her hurt. They had the same eyes, the same innate wish to please.


  I rocked back on the creaky wooden chair I was sitting on.


  “You don’t think I feel guilty enough already? But honestly, you’ve got some nerve pointing fingers. She would’ve been fine there if it weren’t for all of you.”


  Tanya looked down at her hands. There was dirt caked under her fingernails. She’d been weeding the garden that morning, she’d said when I first arrived, and had just made tea. The pot had gone cool now.


  I banged my hand on the table. “I mean it. How can any of you stand to live with what you did?”


  “Jess . . . ,” my father warned. He, of all of them, was the most like a stranger to me. He’d been Todd’s right-hand financial man, always tucked away in Todd’s study in the big house with the only computer on the property. We learned after Todd died that he was managing Todd’s investments, and he was good at it. Very good. It was mainly because of him that there’d been so much money to distribute to the survivors. My dad had a knack for making well-timed stock purchases in all the companies Todd used to rail against, Apple and Microsoft and Shell and Monsanto—names we didn’t even understand most of the time. I never saw a Mac or an iPhone or any kind of technology at all except for the brief moments we spent in town, until Liam rescued me. But my dad knew. While Todd was predicting the downfall of civilization, that moment we were planning and digging for, my dad was making Todd rich. For what, was never clear.


  “Don’t speak to me,” I said to him. “Not now. Not when you never bothered to before.”


  “I don’t think that’s fair,” my mother said. “We—”


  “You did your best? No. No, no, no, no, no. Do not even fucking start with that today. Your best would’ve been not to join up with Todd in the first place. Your best would’ve been to leave when you had a kid or when Todd decided that we all had to live away from our parents and become little soldiers of the apocalypse. Your best would’ve been to tell Todd no when he decided I was going to build that cabin on my own where he was going to—”


  “Stop!” my mother yelled. “Not in front of Serene.”


  I looked away from my mother and at Serene. She was pressed against my mother’s side, and she had a small smirk on her face, like she was enjoying the drama. I felt a bolt of rage go through me. Why the hell did she get the innocent childhood? Why did she have to be shielded? But no, that was jealousy. My parents suddenly caring about the welfare of a child who wasn’t me. It wasn’t her fault they chose her over their own flesh and blood. It wasn’t my fault, either, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it now. There was no way to turn back the clock and bring my childhood back.


  So instead, I stood, turned on my heel, and stormed out of the kitchen.


  At least I could leave on my terms, if nothing else.


  The rest of the night in Jackson is a bit of a blur. When you’re done in with exhaustion, it’s easy to lose track of time. Thank God JJ’s there to keep me on track.


  The first thing we do when we get back to camp is eat. I don’t think I can, but JJ makes some pasta and sauce and orders me to eat it, and I do. I also down two glasses of water, only then realizing how dehydrated I am.


  “What now?” I ask after I finish a second bowl of pasta. My stomach’s still unstable, but I feel more focused.


  JJ keeps her voice low. There isn’t anyone in the campsites on either side of us, but voices carry in the night. “Get some of her clothes out of her tent, take them up to the showers with you, and get cleaned up.”


  “But I have to pay the attendant. What if she remembers me?”


  “We’re not hiding that we’re here, remember? And you’ve got to get cleaned up, dress in her clothes, et cetera, so you can take her car back to the airport.”


  The thought of putting on Jessie’s clothes almost makes the pasta come up. “Yeah, okay. What are you going to do?”


  “I’ll clean up and then get some stuff together here. When you get back, you’ll drive her car to the airport.” She hands me her laptop bag.


  “What’s this for?”


  “Use the Wi-Fi up at the showers to book her on one of the morning flights. Whatever you can get. Use her Molly credit cards and ID.”


  “But they’ll know she didn’t take the flight. They can check the manifest.”


  “It will look like she’s trying to hide where she’s going. That’s what’s important.”


  “When do we have the fight?”


  “When you get back.”


  I breathe in and out slowly. I’m bone weary.


  “You up for this?” JJ asks.


  “I wish we could do this tomorrow.”


  “I know. Too risky. Go now, you’ll feel better after a shower.”


  I go into Jessie’s tent and riffle through her clothes until I find something that will fit me. I’m not going to wear her underwear or bra; that’s too gross. But there’s a sweatshirt and jeans that look like I can wear. And when I reach right to the bottom of her bag, I come up with something else.


  I leave the tent.


  “Hey, check this out.” I hold it up. It’s a black wig, probably the same one she wore when she met me.


  “Perfect.”


  “She has a ton of makeup in there too. And what looks like colored contacts.”


  “Stands to reason.”


  “I’m not going to fool anyone, though.”


  “You don’t have to. You just have to look enough the part for the cursory look the tape from the airport cameras is going to get, if any.”


  “Right.”


  “We can do this.”


  “We are doing this.”


  JJ nods. I put everything I found in a pack and sling JJ’s laptop bag over my shoulder. I decide to drive to the showers, which are near the entrance to the park, a ten-minute walk away; they’re closing in twenty minutes and I don’t want to miss my shot.


  When I get there, I hand the sleepy woman behind the counter six bucks and ask for two towels. There’s no one else in there except for a young girl watching her laundry spin in the laundry room.


  I go into one of the shower stalls and peel my clothes off, then step into the spray. Everything stings, but I make sure to wash my cuts and bruises carefully with soap and shampoo my hair twice. I would love to stay in there forever, but we’re on the clock.


  I get out and dry myself, then slip into Jessie’s clothes. I catch a whiff of her perfume, a distant echo of something expensive. I comb my hair and tie it back in a tight bun like a ballerina, then slip the wig on. When I emerge from the enclosure and check myself in the mirror, I look like someone else. Something about the cut of the wig transforms my face from its normal rounded proportions to one with angles. I’m not Jessie, but I’m not me either.


  After checking for cameras, I stuff my clothes in the large garbage can in the bathroom, then sit on the bench outside so I can use the Wi-Fi on JJ’s computer. There’s a selection of morning flights with seats. One to LA. One to Salt Lake City. One to Minneapolis. I choose the last one. I enter her Molly information. I check her into her flight, then close everything up. When I pull back into our camping spot, JJ’s sitting at the picnic table. She’s packed Jessie’s suitcase and it’s sitting next to her. She’s changed into all black, including a knit cap. She’s almost invisible.


  “Where’s the phone?” she asks.


  “I’ve got it. She had two. That’s how she sent herself that text in the airport, pretending to be Jessica Two.”


  “You should take the SIM card out now on the one with her banking info. Give the other one to the police.”


  “I’ve got to back it up to my laptop first. So we don’t lose access.”


  “How long will that take?”


  “A few minutes.”


  I get my computer out of my tent. One of Liam’s seminefarious contacts/friends showed me how to clone a phone’s contents a few years ago. You never know when you’re going to need to know how to do that, apparently.


  I boot up the program he installed for me and connect her phone to the laptop. I put in her password to unlock it. The transfer happens quickly.


  “We might as well fight while we do this,” JJ says.


  I touch my hair. “How do you like the look?”


  “It’ll do.”


  “Well, fuck you!” I say loudly. JJ starts, then realizes I’ve slipped into character. “I don’t owe you any explanations for anything!”


  “Don’t talk to me like that.”


  “I can talk however I want. What I don’t have to do is sit around and listen to your baseless accusations!”


  “Hey!” someone yells from a tent a few spaces over. “Some of us are trying to sleep here!”


  “And some of us have young children!” comes from the other side of the road.


  I try not to laugh.


  “Aw, fuck off or I’ll make you regret it,” JJ says.


  I shake my head and whisper, “We don’t want them coming out of the tent.”


  “Don’t worry, they won’t.”


  My computer beeps; the transfer’s complete. I untether it and take the SIM card out of the phone.


  “You should just shut your mouth, JJ! And you, too, Jessica! I was better off before I met either of you!”


  “That’s a laugh! You fucking thief.”


  “I don’t need to stand around and take this.”


  “Oh yeah? What are you going to do about it?”


  “You’ll see.”


  I stand and stomp over to the car, grabbing the suitcase from the table.


  “Where are you going?”


  “None of your business! Just leave me alone!”


  “Yeah,” shouts one of the tent dwellers. “Leave her alone!”


  I get into Jessie’s rental and start up the engine. I rev it once, loudly, then drive off down the road.


  I roll down the windows and jack up the radio. George Michael’s “Freedom! ’90” is playing.


  It seems fitting somehow.


  Chapter 35


  Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them


  The next morning, I rectify something I forgot to do last night as soon as possible. I call Liam.


  It’s seven mountain time when I call, which makes it nine in New York. I’ve had about an hour of broken sleep. Though the airport isn’t far, I almost drove off the road on the way there last night because I thought there was a bison in front of me. I was imagining it; it was only a shadow. But, after that, I drove slowly until I got to the airport, parking Jessie’s car in the lot and leaving her suitcase in the back. I left the keys inside, wiping them and the steering wheel off as best I could with a piece of cloth and some rubbing alcohol I got out of the first-aid kit. It didn’t matter if I left some traces of me in the car; I’d been in it for legitimate reasons. We wanted to give the impression that she was covering her tracks in a hurry, not actually erase any sign of her.


  Although there was a place to drop off keys when you returned a car off-hours, I didn’t want to get too close to the terminal, or to the cameras I knew were hanging from the ceiling above every entrance. So, I left the keys on the seat in plain sight; maybe some kid would get a joyride. More likely, in this honest western town, someone would report it before we went to the cops. I left her suitcase in the trunk.


  Then I turned and started to walk out of the deserted parking lot. There were no flights coming in or out at that hour, nearly midnight, and with the moonlit mountains behind it, the airport looked like a film set.


  The airport road was similarly deserted, and way creepier. On either side was a split rail fence and pastures. I could see the outline of some large animals and hear them as they expelled their breath and called to one another gently. I was hoping for cows, but these probably were the bison I thought I was going to hit on the road. The fence looked more like a suggestion than a real barrier, and every step I took sounded like thunder. I was thoroughly freaked out and almost running by the time I got to the main road where JJ was waiting for me in the Jeep. We drove in silence back to the camp, and though I was exhausted beyond anything I’d ever felt before, I couldn’t settle into sleep once we crawled into the tent.


  Liam picks up on the third ring. Uncharacteristic for him to wait so long, but maybe he’s pissed at me. I have two missed calls from him and a text that says simply ?. I’d like to think it’s love-fueled worry, but it’s probably just worry.


  “Hey,” he says.


  “Hey, yourself.”


  I’m lying in my sleeping bag in the tent. JJ left a couple of minutes ago to take a walk. I suspect she’s gone down to the beach to make sure we didn’t leave anything behind. Or that there’s not a blue-shrouded body floating in plain sight on the lake. I shiver and close my eyes.


  “Where’d you get to last night?” Liam asks.


  “Sorry, there was some major drama.”


  “Oh?”


  “So it turns out you were right to be suspicious of Jessie. Or whoever she is.”


  Liam’s voice tightens. “What happened?”


  “I, um, tried to get some information out of her while we went on this epic paddle, but she stuck to her story. So, when she went to take a shower, I went through her stuff in her tent.”


  “That’s my girl,” Liam says in a way that should be accompanied by a chuckle but isn’t.


  “Aren’t you the one who taught me to do such things?”


  “I wasn’t scolding.”


  “Oh. Okay, then.”


  There’s a mosquito buzzing around inside the tent. Its buzz gets closer, closer, and then stops. I slap it dead against my neck right as I feel it pierce my skin.


  “What did you find?” Liam asks.


  “She had another set of IDs. Someone named Molly Carter. That was the name she used to buy the ticket to get into the terminal yesterday.”


  “Give me the details. I’ll check.”


  I wipe the blood from my neck with the edge of my shirt as I rattle off the information I memorized last night when I was buying her plane ticket.


  “What happened after you found the IDs?” Liam asks.


  “We confronted her.”


  “Jess . . .”


  “What? What was I supposed to do?”


  “You could’ve called me. You could’ve left. You could’ve gone to the police.”


  “She would’ve just taken off before you or the police got here. Plus, JJ was here, so it was two against one. I mean, I wasn’t worried she was dangerous or anything.”


  “What if she had a weapon?”


  “I’d searched her tent and didn’t find anything. We wanted to confront her and get it over with. After all this time . . .”


  “What did she say?”


  “She denied it at first, but then I remembered that she’d been sending me these threatening texts.”


  “What?”


  “Oh, right, I haven’t told you about that.”


  The sky’s lightening, turning the tent a rosy orange. I can hear JJ shuffling around outside.


  “No, you didn’t.”


  “Sorry.”


  “She was texting you?”


  “Well, I started it, out of frustration—telling her I was coming for her, that sort of thing—but then she answered a couple of times, warning me to stay away. It felt like, I don’t know, a game or something.”


  Liam sighs. “Continue.”


  “Anyway, I sent her a text—to Jessica Two, I mean—and it dinged on Jessie’s phone, so she admitted it then.”


  “What? The whole thing?”


  “Not the details. It wasn’t like those times in the movies where the bad guy spills the whole scheme. It was more like a lot of yelling, and us asking for our money back, and her refusing, and saying she’d spent it all, et cetera.”


  “That et cetera’s doing a lot of work.”


  “I’ll give you the blow-by-blow when we see each other.”


  “Where is she now?”


  “Dunno. She packed a bag and took off.”


  Liam sounds tense. “Took off where?”


  “JJ thinks maybe Salt Lake City.”


  “When did this happen?”


  “Last night. It was late, so we decided to wait to go to the police until this morning.”


  “They should take it seriously now.”


  “They didn’t before.”


  Liam sighs again. A double-sigh conversation. This is not looking good for our romantic future. What with me being a killer and the lies growing between us.


  “Do it anyway,” Liam says.


  “Are you worried she’s going to come back?”


  “I don’t know what she might do, and neither do you. You know her secret and the name she’s been using. You know where she lives. Going to the cops is as much protection for you as anything.”


  “I see your point.”


  “I mean it, Jess. She’s smart. She made it so she could live in plain sight this whole time, created this whole cover story where she was a victim too. She thinks ahead. She knew you were onto her.”


  “And yet, she came along for the ride.”


  “She probably couldn’t help herself.”


  “That’s what she said. Also, she could monitor our progress. Plus, I think she tried to steal money from Five right in front of me at the airport yesterday.”


  “That’s very reckless.”


  “Dangerous, you mean.”


  “Yes. She’s going to be very dangerous now. Please go to the police immediately.”


  She isn’t going to hurt anyone anymore, but Liam can never know that.


  “Okay, okay, we will.”


  His voice softens. “And then come home.”


  “Yes.”


  “When?”


  “Tomorrow, if I can. I promise.”


  We say our goodbyes and I lie in the cocoon of the tent for a minute, wishing I could close my eyes and fall back to sleep. But my bladder is full, and my brain is whirring, and I can sense JJ waiting for me to emerge.


  I unfurl myself from my sleeping bag and climb out of the tent. It’s a cold morning, and my breath clouds around me as I stuff my feet into my running shoes.


  JJ’s sitting on the picnic table cradling a cup of coffee. She’s dressed in a puffy jacket and her wool cap from last night.


  “How much of that did you hear?” I ask.


  She makes a face. “Your boyfriend talks loud.”


  “Everyone has a flaw. Besides, there’s no one camped close to us.” The nearest tent is two sites over.


  “You think he’s right about going to the police today?”


  “Yeah, we probably should.” I sit down next to her. The wood seat is damp. “Everything’s in place, right?”


  “I guess we’ll find out.”


  We’re somber on the drive into town. We spent a bit of time vacillating over who we should tell—the Teton County Sheriff’s Department or the Jackson Police. Or I did, anyway. Stalling. While I was googling, I came across a news story about a woman, a girl, who’d been in the park as part of an outdoor initiative. She was from Ohio, like Jessie said she was at the airport. It was an eight-week program with twenty other kids. Cleaning up, mending fences, that sort of thing. On her last day there, she’d posted a picture of herself on Instagram in Jackson, under one of those signs they have in the town square made out of antlers, saying how much she’d learned and how much she was looking forward to going home. Only, she didn’t make the flight. Instead, on the last hike, she peeled off into the woods and disappeared.


  There was a massive search. FBI, local police, the Park Service. Friends reminded one another that she’d had wilderness training, that she knew how to survive in the woods if she needed to. She’d be okay. Her Instagram post gathered hundreds of comments, and her parents were understandably frantic. The searchers found no signs of her. People began to despair. And then, three days later, they found her on a side road. Her hair had been cut and dyed a different color. She was wearing new clothes. She tried to run from the police, but they caught her. She was brought to the hospital for a psych evaluation, and someone wrote on her Instagram that she’d done something like this before when she was fourteen.


  “And that was it. That was the last thing the story said,” I told JJ as we slowed in the morning traffic on Broadway.


  “She probably had a psychotic break.”


  “Maybe she was joining a cult.”


  “That seems unlikely.”


  “Why? My parents did.”


  JJ was driving and I could tell that the traffic frustrated her. “Right, but not like that.”


  “I’m sure it seemed like that to my grandparents. One day, normal kids. Next day, poof, gone into the Land of Todd.”


  “Okay, good point.”


  I look out the window. We’re passing Persephone, this great pastry shop. “Hey, park the car over there.”


  “Shouldn’t we be getting to the police station?”


  “I need something to eat. We might be a long time with them.”


  “True.”


  JJ turns the wheel and parks the car in a spot down the road. The day has warmed up some, and there’s a line of people waiting out the door.


  We get to the end of the line, and JJ says, “Can’t we go somewhere else? Isn’t there a Starbucks over there?”


  The person in front of us turns around in horror. “Dude, you do not want to choose Starbucks over Persephone.”


  “Okay, sorry. Jeez.”


  “It’s pretty good,” I say by way of explanation. Persephone was part of my routine when I was following Five— “Oh, shit.”


  “What?”


  I lower my voice. “Five. Goddammit. Five. We forgot about her.”


  “What’s the problem? Liam said she was okay, right? Plus—”


  “He didn’t say. She only got there yesterday . . .”


  “Right. I lost track of time.”


  I had too. Yesterday feels like a week ago.


  “So, what’s the issue?” JJ asks.


  I hold up a hand. “Let’s get some food. Then I’ll explain.”


  We stay silent as the line moves quickly. When we get inside, I feel ravenous. The air smells like butter and frying bacon and fresh-brewed coffee. There’s an assortment of tables on either side, with a long glass counter at the back that displays the best pastries I’ve ever seen, including in New York. When I get to the cash register, I order a ham-and-cheese croissant, guaranteed to have enough calories for an entire day, and a latte to go. JJ gets the same, and we take our food out onto the patio. There’s an open table in the corner where we can talk in relative privacy.


  JJ unwraps her croissant and takes a bite. “Now I get what that guy was talking about.”


  “Right?”


  “So, what’s all this with Five?”


  I open the paper around my croissant and take a large bite. The fats rush into my bloodstream like an opioid. “If we tell the police what we did with her, we’re going to be in trouble.”


  “What part, specifically?”


  “Tricking Five like that. That was a crime, wasn’t it?”


  “Tricking her into a free trip to New York?”


  “Not so much that, but all the other stuff. Impersonating her online. Luring her to the airport. It could look like we were trying to scam her with Jessie.”


  “Shit. I didn’t think about that.”


  “Me neither until just now. She used to come here every morning . . . that’s what made me think of it.”


  “So, what do we do? Leave it? Go home and forget this ever happened?”


  “No, we need to stick to the plan and go to the police.”


  She takes another bite of her croissant. “I never mastered how to make these things. They’re so finicky, and you would not believe the amount of butter—”


  “JJ, focus. Come on.”


  “Sorry, I’m tired.”


  “Me too.”


  JJ puts down her croissant and brushes the crumbly bits off her fingers with a napkin. “So, we’re fucked is basically what you’re saying.”


  “There must be a solution.”


  I look around at the other patrons. Everyone looks so healthy here, like they just went on a ten-mile hike at sunrise and are running a marathon this afternoon.


  “You want to ask those people for some input?” JJ asks.


  “What? No.”


  “What are you staring at, then?”


  I look away. “Todd always told us that clean living would make us beautiful. That wasn’t true in Upstate New York, but out here—have you noticed what everyone looks like?”


  “You mean the whole Germanic-pod-people thing?”


  “I think it might be more Scandinavian, but yeah.”


  “I’ve noticed.”


  “Do you think they’ll put us in a local jail? That might not be too bad.”


  JJ finishes her croissant. “Stop being so melodramatic. You have Five’s number? Call her and ask for help.”


  “You think that’s a good idea?”


  “Better than the alternative.”


  I take out my phone and find Five’s number. She picks up quickly.


  “Hey, it’s Jessica.”


  “Which one?”


  “The OG. How’s New York?”


  “Good so far. What’s up.”


  “Well . . . Jessie’s gone.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “We figured out she was the bad Jessica yesterday.”


  “What?”


  “Yeah . . .”


  “Is she coming after me?”


  “I don’t think so. But I’ll text you my friend Liam’s number. He’ll keep an eye out.”


  “Is that why you called?”


  “No, um, we’re going to the police.”


  “That sounds like a good idea,” she says.


  “Yeah, but do you mind if we keep all that stuff we did with you out of it?”


  “The fake contest, you mean?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why? Because it will make you look bad?”


  “Of course.”


  “Why should I?”


  “You probably shouldn’t, actually, but I’m going to ask you to do it anyway.”


  She laughs. “Did you get it?”


  “What?”


  “Your money back.”


  “No. Not yet.”


  “Okay, I’ll do it. But if you do, you have to promise to do a scholarship for real this time. Like a local kids’ thing in Jackson or something.”


  “I’ll do that. Thank you.”


  “No sweat. You think Liam can show me where to get good sushi?”


  I shove down the pang of jealousy I have. “Definitely.”


  We say goodbye and I walk back to JJ. “We’re all set.”


  “She’ll play along?”


  “Yes.”


  “So . . .” She picks up the remnants of her breakfast and crushes it into a ball. “Time to face the music.”


  “Let’s hope we both can dance.”


  Chapter 36


  Perfect Circle


  My mother caught up to me in the cornfield. I never knew there were farms in Connecticut. I always thought of it as the preserve of rich family compounds. But I guess there are farms everywhere, of one kind or another. Regardless, it was a cornfield, and who cared about my stupid misconceptions about Connecticut?


  My brain is a prison I have trouble escaping sometimes.


  It was early summer, and the stalks were low and bright green. They hadn’t cleared out last year’s crops properly, so there were dead, brittle canes in among the new growth. The property must’ve been a couple hundred acres, and part of me wondered why the lawyers hadn’t gone after this, too, even though it wasn’t part of Todd’s estate. If I told Covington about it, he’d be pissed. But I hadn’t even told him about Kiki yet. I didn’t know if they’d kept in touch while Kiki was away, or what had even happened to them after I saw them exchange a tender kiss on New Year’s. I tried to ask her the next morning, but she just blushed and changed the subject. I knew how hard-won her privacy was, so I let it go.


  But I was going to have to tell him, and it was a conversation I wasn’t looking forward to, like the one I was waiting to have there, on the edge of a cornfield in Connecticut.


  The lawsuit, the settlement—they were supposed to make things better. But money wasn’t going to bring Kiki back. Money was the root of all evil, Todd used to say, though we didn’t know that wasn’t an original thought when he said it. I didn’t, anyway. My parents surely did, the idiots.


  I hate to agree with Todd about anything, but he might’ve been onto something there.


  The sky was a slate gray and the air smelled like rain. The sweater I was wearing wasn’t quite warm enough for the day. I wanted to get back into my car and drive away from that place, and let the only proof that I’d been there be the dust my car kicked up, but something held me back. I had so many questions about my life, my childhood, my parents’ choices. If I didn’t ask for answers now, it felt like I might never get them. So, I waited out in the yard, on the edge of the cornfield, knowing that she’d come speak to me eventually.


  And she did.


  “You’re right, you know,” my mother said, coming up next to me so silently that I started when she spoke. I wasn’t sure how old she was. Sixty? Sixty-five? No, not that old; she hadn’t been forty when she’d had me. But it was one more thing I didn’t know about my mother, because Todd forbade all birthdays except the eighteenth and his own, of course, where he turned thirty-three over and over, the age of Christ at his crucifixion.


  “Right about what?” I said, making an effort to keep my voice unconcerned.


  My mother shifted from one foot to another and then settled back into stillness. One thing I always noticed about us growing up was that she and I had the same posture. It wasn’t Todd-imposed either. It was simply the way we both naturally stood when we weren’t paying attention, one shoulder lower than the other, a hand on a hip. There’s a kinship in these things, a reminder of the blood ties that bind. However much I might try to pretend or forget, she was my mother. And I was her daughter.


  “All of it. Todd especially. You don’t know what he was like then.”


  “Tell me.”


  “You want to know?”


  I shrugged, and that was enough for her to begin.


  “We were so young, your father and me, when we got married. We were so naive. We’d been sheltered growing up in Provo. No alcohol. No music other than what we sang on Sundays. You never met your grandparents, but they were so, so strict. Everything I wore, everything I did, everyone I knew, they controlled all of it. If they hadn’t decided your father and I were going to get married long before we even knew one another . . .” She shook her shoulders. “But that was the one thing they got right. Your dad was different. He’s so smart, and even then, he could see around corners.”


  I nodded in agreement, but I didn’t know anything about my father or my parents’ religion, whether they were regular Mormons or in one of those splinter sects. Even when I was little and allowed to live with them, it was my mother who’d been the caretaker. If I had to guess, he agreed to have me to please her. Or I was an accident. More questions I couldn’t ask.


  “Anyway, our parents decided we’d get married right away, at twenty, after your dad got back from his mission, Lord knows why, but it was such a blessing. Once we had our own home, we could make our own rules. We could sleep in, or watch TV, or sing along to songs on the radio. The one thing they believed in, our parents, was an education. They thought we were going to Brigham Young—your dad, anyway—and they gave him the money for it. But we’d applied to colleges in the East without them knowing, and we both got into Connecticut College with some scholarship money, and we decided to go for it.”


  “They must’ve been upset.”


  “They were livid. But we did it anyway. We moved away, went to college, met other kids.”


  “And Todd.”


  She nodded. “He was a philosophy professor. But he wasn’t like the other teachers. He wasn’t teaching from books; he was teaching from life. For life. Everything he said made so much sense to both of us.”


  “If he was teaching anything resembling what I’ve heard, he should’ve been fired.”


  My mother cleared her throat. “Well, he was. Fired. There was an . . . incident. But it was never clear what had happened. That girl was always throwing herself at him, and we were already in his thrall, and when he told us it was all made-up lies by the patriarchy to keep us asleep, well, we believed him. Without question. That’s when he came up with the idea of going to Schroon.”


  “Why there?”


  “He grew up there. That was his family’s land.”


  A flock of birds crossed overhead. I wondered if they were still migrating back from wherever they went to in winter, or if they were local. Were these birds in my mother’s life, or only temporary visitors, like me?


  “And you decided to follow him.”


  “I know it sounds nuts, and it was, in a way, but after the way I was brought up . . . freedom was great for a while, but then I saw all the things that people did when they were free. We were learning about life for the first time. Seeing what all the possibilities were, but all the bad stuff too.”


  I wanted to scream, and maybe the birds heard my thoughts because they suddenly wheeled away in a shriek of their own.


  “You think I don’t know what it’s like to leave a cloistered life and get out into the real world?”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “Right. Whatever. You never do.”


  I crossed my arms, hugging myself like I used to do when I was a child and I wanted to sleep. When I needed comfort. I was falling to pieces right there in that cornfield. It had to stop.


  “This isn’t helping,” I said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You telling me how you ended up under Todd’s spell, it isn’t helping. Kiki’s still dead and it hurts, Mom. It fucking hurts.”


  She put her hand on my arm. I shrugged it away. “Don’t touch me!”


  “Jessica, please—”


  “No, you can’t make it better, Mother, okay? You didn’t even try. How could you not have even tried?”


  She was crying, and I was fine with that. “I did try, I did.”


  “Oh, please. No, you didn’t.”


  “But I did,” she said, taking in a deep breath and letting it out through her nose the way Todd had taught us to when we were losing control. She did it again and I watched the tears stop. When she spoke, her voice was calmer, almost trancelike. “I let you go up that hill even though Todd offered to let you stay with us because I knew it would be better for you up there than with us. With him. And I did do something for Kiki. It was too late, too late for all of us, as it turns out, but I did try.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  She turned to me with an expression I’d seen once too often growing up. The light of certainty even as the worst offense was being committed.


  “This is bullshit,” I said. “What did you do? Nothing, just like always.”


  She reached out her hand as if she hadn’t heard me, placing it gently on my arm. “Tell me, dear. Are you still under the impression that Todd died of natural causes?”


  JJ and I drive through town to the police station. It’s not far, but sometimes short journeys can feel momentous. We park the car, then stand outside the building. Its base is made of the same stone they seem to use for a lot of buildings in town, a local granite, perhaps, though it hasn’t got a shine to it. It doesn’t look big, but there are jail cells inside and so many lies to tell if we’re going to avoid ending up in one of them.


  “Are we doing the right thing?” I ask JJ as we stand on the walkway.


  “You’re asking me that now?”


  “I know, right? But seriously. We could . . .”


  “Run?”


  “We have her money.”


  “Not yet.”


  “No, but we can get it. And then we could be free.”


  JJ shakes her head. “I don’t think any of this was about freedom, was it?”


  “No.”


  “Besides, living her life, being on the run . . . that’s not something I want to do.”


  “We wouldn’t have to live her life.”


  She looks at me. “It would be, though, in some way, wouldn’t it? You’d never get to be yourself again.”


  “I guess.” That doesn’t sound that bad to me, if I’m being honest. What’s so special about my current life?


  A carload of teenagers drives by with their windows down. They’re blasting a Kanye song, singing along to the lyrics.


  “You’re not going to give me some crap about how we’re never ourselves, are you?” JJ says.


  “Ha! I was thinking of it.”


  “That something Todd used to say?”


  “No, I thought of that one all on my own.”


  “Well, it’s crap. We’re always ourselves. Every God damn day. And you know what? Before Jessie came along, or whoever the fuck she was, I was happy. I had a good thing going. It wasn’t perfect, but that whole relentlessly positive thing wasn’t a total act.”


  “So, you’ll go back to that?”


  “That’s the plan.”


  “I don’t know if I can go back.”


  “Why not? Isn’t Liam waiting for you?”


  “Yeah, but who knows if that’s going to work out. Plus, my career’s in tatters.”


  “So, start over.”


  “Easy to say, hard to do.”


  She rubs at the spot where her prosthetic arm meets what’s left of her real arm. I’ve never heard her refer to it as a stump, and so I don’t feel like I can, even in my thoughts.


  “Yeah, it is hard. But that’s okay. We’re still young. And soon, if you’re right, we’ll have our capital back. The world’s our oyster, I say.”


  “You do have a positive attitude.”


  She flashes me a smile. “I’ve got an idea for a new show.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Turning around the lives of depressed people through teaching them how to cook for others.”


  “That’s pretty good.”


  “You want to be the first guest?”


  “That’s sweet of you, but I think I’ve had enough exposure for a while.”


  “Understood. But do something, okay? Don’t just sit around and brood.”


  “I won’t.”


  I look at the building again. A patrol officer is leaving. He stops when he sees us.


  “Can I help you, ladies?”


  We glance at one another, and then I say, “We’re here to report a crime.”


  Chapter 37


  Home Again, Home Again


  Three days later, we’re at the airport saying goodbye.


  It turned out that we had nothing to fear in reporting Jessie, not in the short term, anyway. But once we did, it seemed weird for us to leave immediately. Even though we made it clear that she wasn’t our friend, it felt as if we had to show some concern for her well-being, and the well-being of the others she might be trying to scam. So, we stayed, and cooperated, and asked for details on the investigation like we cared whether they found her when we both very much hoped they wouldn’t.


  After a few go-rounds with the initial officer we spoke to, we ended up in the investigative unit of the Teton County Sheriff’s Department. Sergeant Axel Johansson, the head of investigations, was about forty-five and as fit and tall as the citizens he was sworn to protect. He wore a tan uniform, with a crest that had a moose’s head in profile on its breast. He had an open and friendly air about him that we feared hid a keen investigative mind. And perhaps it did. He asked all the questions we thought of and many, many more, listening for the full two hours it took us to go through everything that had happened to JJ and me, and then all of us together.


  We’d done the right thing in telling him, he said. She might still be in the vicinity, and she sounded like a highly dangerous person. That’s what he called her, a “highly dangerous person.”


  I tried not to laugh as I agreed with him. Besides, he wasn’t wrong. She was still highly dangerous to both of us.


  We stuck to our story. They issued an APB. They uncovered her plane ticket and took JJ’s computer to analyze it. They checked in with the officer I’d reported the theft to in New York, and JJ’s one in Chicago. They were thorough.


  In some ways, the investigation that Liam was conducting on the other end of things was the harder one to get through. He kept texting me with questions, like what she was wearing the last time we saw her, what exactly her last words were, and how she’d gotten her hands on JJ’s computer to book her ticket. What had we asked her on the paddle? Why had we even gone on that paddle in the first place, knowing who she probably was?


  I called him when I got the paddle text.


  “I thought maybe she’d loosen up. I didn’t have a lot of time to think about it. You’d just told me that her backstory was probably made up. I was trying to think of what to do.”


  I stopped talking. I was saying too much, sounding defensive.


  I was sitting in the town square eating an ice cream. It was the only thing I could get down these days, its cool creaminess slipping past the permanent lump in my throat. There was a family sitting on the grass having a picnic, their two little kids running around in circles chasing one another and laughing.


  “I kept telling you she was dangerous,” Liam says.


  This was a theme I was getting tired of, but I couldn’t lose my temper with him. “And I kept telling you I was with JJ. Plus, she wasn’t dangerous in the end, was she? She just left.”


  “But did she? She didn’t take the flight.”


  “You been hacking again?”


  He coughs. He doesn’t like it when I say words like hacking on a cell phone. Who knows who was listening in?


  “Didn’t the police tell you that?” he says.


  “They might’ve mentioned something.”


  “It’s odd, isn’t it?”


  I reach the cone part of the ice cream and stop eating. It’s sweet and delicious, but I can’t handle those sharp edges; they make me want to vomit.


  “Maybe she had other ID,” I say.


  “I thought you searched her bag?”


  “I did, but not that thoroughly. I didn’t have much time. Maybe there were secret compartments, or she had . . . what’s that called? A go-bag? She probably had one of those. Maybe she stashed it at the airport.”


  “Have they confirmed that she went into the airport?”


  “Her car was found there.”


  “But did she go inside?”


  “I don’t know, Liam. They don’t tell me everything. I assume she did at some point.”


  A shadow crosses over me. It’s JJ. I mouth to her Liam, and she nods.


  “What are you so worried about?” I ask.


  “I think she’s still in Jackson.”


  “Why would you think that?”


  “Because there’s no sign of her leaving.”


  “There’s a zillion ways she could have left. Maybe she took the town bus to the ski hill and stole a car. Maybe she stole one in Jackson. Maybe she hitched a ride. Or took a Greyhound, or . . .”


  “Okay, okay, I got it. You know it’s only because—”


  “You worry. I know.”


  I look up at JJ and roll my eyes. I make a crazy motion with a finger next to my temple, then turn it into a gun and pull the trigger.


  “JJ’s here. I’ve got to go.”


  “You’re coming home tomorrow?”


  “Yes, tomorrow. Will you pick me up?”


  “Text me your flight info.”


  “I will.”


  “And be—”


  “Careful, I know. I will, I promise.”


  He sighs again and it feels like a transition. I’ve moved away from being his girlfriend and back to being his . . . daughter isn’t the right word, but sometimes it feels like that.


  “See you tomorrow,” I say, and hang up before I say something I’ll regret. “You ready for the shoot-out?” I say to JJ. Every day at six, there’s a fake shoot-out in the town square. JJ’s become a little obsessed with it.


  “You know it.”


  She’s picked up a cowboy hat at one of the stores along Broadway. It’s sitting on her head at a jaunty angle. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she looked happy. And maybe she is.


  “You’re turning into one of them,” I say.


  “Who?”


  “The tourists.”


  “All part of the facade.”


  “If you say so.”


  She tips her hat at me. “You could start running up Snow King every morning. And wearing more fleece.”


  “I’m already at maximum fleece, thank you.”


  She smiles. “Liam going to be a problem?”


  “He’ll let it go eventually.”


  “Hope so.”


  “Me too.”


  We check in with Sergeant Johansson before we leave and make sure he has all our numbers and emails and that he’ll let us know if he finds anything.


  “This is a puzzler you’ve left me,” he says, tapping a pencil on his desk in time to some rhythm I can’t make out.


  “Sorry,” I say.


  “Not at all, not at all. I suspect she’ll turn up in some other jurisdiction soon enough.”


  “What, then?”


  “That depends on what she’s done in the meantime, but I reckon she’s in for a long haul in prison. She’s committed dozens of crimes.”


  “So, there’d be a trial?” JJ asks. “Or more than one?”


  “That’s right. Unless she pleads guilty. But let’s not get ahead of yourself. We have to find her first.”


  “Thank you for looking,” I say.


  “No trouble at all. It’s my job.”


  We shake hands all around, and then JJ and I leave and drive out to the airport. Despite everything that’s happened, I’ve grown pretty fond of the place. As we drive past the marsh and the vast expanse of the Elk Refuge, I try to take it all in. The big sky, the rolling hills covered in scrub pines, and that incredible view of the Tetons as we turn down the airport road. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to bring myself to come here again, but I wish I could. I wish I could show Liam Jackson Lake without thinking about what lies below its cold blue surface. Or climb up to the saddle of the Grand and take in the view of the valley and the dotted cars along the highway. I never made it to Yellowstone or saw half the wildlife there is to see; I mourn for these last things that Jessie took from me.


  We drop off the Jeep near where I left Jessie’s the other night, check into our separate flights, and go through security. As I place my pack on the conveyor, I start to feel a bit lighter. Maybe we can put all this behind us, let it all be scanned out of us.


  But then I hear the TSA agent say something to JJ behind me, and there’s a tap on my shoulder and a voice saying that I need to come with him, and the feeling slips away.


  The TSA holding room is small and windowless, and we’re in here because we’re idiots who, after all our careful planning, forgot that going through TSA at the same time with the same name and birth date might set off some alarm bells.


  Compared to the interrogations I’ve been through with Liam, this one is gentle. The TSA agent, a balding black man in his midfifties, runs our IDs through the system and confirms that we’re two separate individuals. He tells us that the agent out front didn’t have any choice but to bring us back once the flag had been raised, and that he’s sorry for the inconvenience. He assures us that we’re unlikely to miss our flights. Then he asks us if we know that there’s an APB out for a third woman with the same name? “Yes,” we say together. I can see Jessie’s face on his screen, and I wonder if this is part of my life now. Getting pulled out of line every single time I travel forever because of Jessie. Being reminded of her everywhere I go. I’m sure it’s something I deserve, given everything, but I don’t relish the thought.


  JJ hands the TSA agent Sergeant Johansson’s card. “If you call him, he can vouch for us.”


  He takes it and places the call and returns a few minutes later with the all clear.


  “Might be best if you don’t travel together for a while,” he says. “And keep that card handy.”


  “Understood,” JJ says, though I hope never to speak to the sergeant again. If that means sticking to land transportation in the continental United States, so be it.


  We leave the room, go through the metal detectors without any further issue, and retrieve our bags. JJ’s flight is leaving first. It feels weird to be saying goodbye, dangerous and sad. Together, we could face whatever’s coming, but apart . . .


  “Keep in touch,” she says.


  “Of course.”


  “Also, start eating solid food?”


  “I’ll try.”


  “Don’t make me make you be the first guest on my show.”


  “I won’t.”


  She swoops in for a hug. Her arms are powerful around me, but mine still ache from the paddle. I have trouble reaching above my head, and getting dressed is a chore.


  She releases me. “See someone if you need to. You’ve been sleeping badly. It’s normal.”


  “That’s risky, isn’t it?”


  “They’d be bound by confidentiality.”


  I’m not sure that’s right, but I nod anyway. “We’ll see. I’ll be okay once I’m back in New York.”


  “With Liam?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Get back to writing.”


  “Journalism? No, that’s over for me, I think.”


  “People love a comeback story.”


  “Is that what this is?”


  “If you leave out a detail or two, I think so.”


  “You might have something there.”


  She laughs. “See? Glass half-full.”


  “Thanks, JJ.”


  “You betcha.”


  She slings her backpack over her shoulder and gets in line for her flight. Veterans board first, and she’s taking advantage of it, as she should. My flight’s leaving in thirty minutes. Maybe I’ll be able to get some sleep. I should eat something before it leaves, but the lump is still there in my throat.


  It’s always there, reminding me.


  I killed someone.


  I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to forget.


  Chapter 38


  A Warm Embrace


  Liam picks me up at the airport. This makes me so happy that I burst into tears when I see him, which also makes me that girl making a scene at the airport. Liam clearly thinks it’s the stress of everything that’s happened, and it is, but I’m having trouble stopping the blubbering, even once we’re in his car and stuck in traffic.


  Part of the reason is the wedge I feel between us now. A wedge made of deceit. I was always keeping things from him; there was so much that had happened in my life that I’d never told anyone, but I used to be able to keep those things in a separate compartment. I was a need-to-know kind of person, and I had it under control. But the techniques I once used don’t seem to be working now. I need to find a way to get back to that person, pronto.


  Liam takes me back to his apartment, where he’s decided to make me dinner, he says. This is so sweet I almost start crying again, but I hold back. He’s trying to impose a bit of normalcy, I’m guessing, because he hasn’t asked me one question about Jessie since I got here.


  I bring this up over the poached salmon paired with a dry Australian wine that we’re eating at his kitchen island.


  He puts some salad onto my plate. “I thought I’d probably asked you enough questions.”


  “You were worried I’d start crying again.”


  “Maybe.”


  He smiles and I feel close to the brink. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to take his kindness or convince myself I deserve it. He looks so Liam sitting across from me, in a dark button-down shirt that he’s rolled up to his elbows and a five-o’clock shadow across his chin.


  He’s watching me, though, so I take a small bite of the fish. It’s delicious, cooked in a mix of wine, lemon, capers, and dill, but I can’t get it past that ever-present lump, not even with a large gulp of wine.


  “You’re not eating,” Liam says as I put down my fork.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “You don’t have to apologize.”


  “I haven’t been eating well these last couple of days.”


  He frowns. I like the way his forehead crinkles and then relaxes. When I was younger, I used to say things to make him frown on purpose. It was easy to do. What a punk I was. He should’ve remembered that. People don’t change; they just get better at hiding who they are.


  “I’m sure it’s just the . . . stress,” I say. “Like the tears earlier. It’s all catching up with me.”


  “You’ve been through a lot.”


  “Have I?”


  He stares down at his plate. “I shouldn’t have let you go after her alone.”


  “Let me?”


  I say it with a challenge, which he hears.


  “You know what I meant.”


  I reach my hand across the table and place it on top of his. We lock eyes for a moment, his gaze intense and probing. “Liam, let’s not fight my first day back.”


  “Okay.”


  I let go, then try another bite of food. The wine goes down easily, which I should watch because drunk Jess is not a good idea right now, if she ever was.


  “Thank you for making this,” I say. “Maybe I’ll be able to eat it for lunch tomorrow.”


  “Whatever you need.”


  “I missed you.”


  He smiles again, less intense this time. “I’m glad to hear it.”


  He is so far away from me even though there’s only two feet of concrete between us. I need to see if I can bring him close again. I need to feel something other than this.


  “Are you going to stay on the other side of the counter all night?” I ask.


  He puts his fork down deliberately and stands. He walks around the edge of the counter until he’s in front of me. I turn on the stool and raise my arms up to him. He steps into them, and I wrap my legs around his and bury my head in his chest.


  I breathe him in. He kisses the top of my head and I look up. There are so many reasons why this shouldn’t work, whatever there is between us, but it does work in moments like this. Because now he’s kissing me gently with his soft lips, his stubble grazing my chin, and I can push the thoughts away.


  I can bury them in him.


  I wake up two hours later shaking and naked in Liam’s bed.


  “Jess! Wake up! Jess.”


  “What? Where am I?”


  “You’re here,” Liam says. “With me.”


  I feel like I’ve been drowning. Like I can’t get enough air. The room is pitch-black, Liam’s blackout curtains doing too good a job at keeping out the light from the streetlamps.


  “You were yelling,” Liam says.


  Oh God. “What was I saying?”


  “Nothing, just no, over and over again.”


  He snaps on the light on his side of the bed. I pull the covers over my face.


  “What’s going on, Jess?”


  “I was having a bad dream.” The blankets muffle my voice. I sound like a child.


  “Clearly, but—”


  “Can you turn off the light?”


  It turns off with a snap and I feel safer again. Why do I feel safer in the dark?


  I lower the covers and Liam is there. I can see his profile. I reach up and stroke his face.


  “Will you talk to me?” he asks.


  “I had a bad dream. It happens.”


  He rolls onto his back. “When I first helped you escape, you used to have bad dreams all the time.”


  “I did?”


  “You don’t remember?”


  “No, tell me.”


  I reach out for his hand. Our fingers interlock, and he moves his thumb over my knuckles in a circular pattern. “Not much to tell; you’d start thrashing in the middle of the night until I soothed you.”


  “How would you soothe me?” I ask teasingly.


  “I’d rub your head and tell you everything was going to be okay.”


  I prop myself up on my elbow and reach out to Liam’s head. I run my hands through his close-cropped hair; I’ve always loved the silky thickness of it. “Like this?”


  “Well, not exactly like that. That would’ve got me arrested.”


  “I was eighteen.”


  “That doesn’t make it okay.”


  “It wouldn’t have been illegal, though.”


  “Maybe not. But not right.”


  “That was a long time ago.”


  “It was.”


  He turns over and kisses me, then breaks away. “What’s brought the nightmares back?”


  It’s Jessie, but I can’t tell him that. But I feel like I have to tell him something. If we have any chance of surviving this, I need to open up to him.


  Lucky me, I have so many stories to choose from.


  “Has Covington ever told you his theory about how Todd died?”


  Liam stiffens next to me. “No. What?”


  “I just wondered because he mentioned it to me a while back. Anyway, he has this whole theory that someone poisoned Todd’s IV solution, because Todd was an exercise freak, and he died of a heart attack.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Shhh. Listen.”


  He settles against the pillows, and I reach down and take his hand again. This time, I’m the one making slow circles with my thumb.


  “Covington’s right. Todd didn’t die a natural death. My mother killed him.”


  Liam grips my hand tightly. “That’s not funny, Jess.”


  “I’m not joking. I should’ve told you this forever ago, when I learned about it, but I didn’t know how. But I want to tell you now, okay? Will you let me?”


  He squeezes my hand in answer.


  “But not a cross-examination, all right? Let me tell it my way.”


  “No questions, got it.”


  “Are you mad?”


  “Just tell me about Todd, Jessica.”


  So I do.


  Chapter 39


  A Note to Follow So


  This is what my mother told me in the cornfield. She’d been having doubts about Todd for years. Things he said, preached, and commanded that she didn’t agree with and didn’t see the point of. Then there were other things that she closed her eyes to. How he favored some children, especially Aaron. The eighteenth birthdays and his “special” celebrations with certain girls. Too many things to name. She’d thought about leaving, but everything they had was with Todd. They had never held jobs, had no money, and their families had disowned them. They had no idea how to live outside the LOT. And when she tried to talk to my father about it, which was almost impossible to do given the strictures they lived under, he’d always have some rationale to stay. He had access to the real world because of the work he did for Todd, and he’d tell her enough—about the war in Kosovo, for example, or all the Iraqi children who died in the bombing during the Iraq War, some famine in Africa, whatever news horror of the day—and then she’d look around her, and everything seemed so much better in comparison.


  “He never showed you the good parts,” I said. “He wanted to stay. Your families would have taken you back.”


  “I guess I didn’t want to leave either. All the things that drove me there, that drove both of us, they were so ingrained that I thought there was a good possibility that I’d die if I left.”


  A large black crow landed next to one of the cornstalks and started picking at it. They needed a scarecrow or they were going to lose their crop. These people were hopeless.


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  “I know that now, but then . . . You didn’t hear the things that Todd said in his sermons, not most of them. You blame me for letting him take you up the hill, but you were protected from the worst of it up there. As Todd got deeper and deeper into his paranoia, I’d guess you’d call it, his sermons got longer and darker. And then people would leave, and he’d tell us he had spies out there in the world, and those people would be dead within a year. And then we’d hear that they were dead.”


  “He was lying to you.”


  “Yes. But again, I didn’t know that then. Not for sure.”


  “You could’ve asked him to look them up on the internet.”


  “Honey, I didn’t even know what the internet was. Your father had to go take special computer classes just to do what he did for Todd. And because of it, Todd monitored us much more than the others. There were cameras and microphones in our house. We were with him all the time. There was barely any time where the two of us were alone, and never a time where we felt safe expressing our thoughts. And this is me saying this now, with the benefit of hindsight. Then, it was all looks between us, I guess, at night, in bed, when at least Todd couldn’t see us.”


  “Are you trying to make me feel sorry for you?”


  “No. I’m only trying to explain.”


  “How you killed Todd?”


  “Yes.”


  “Seems like you waited a bit too long.”


  She held her hands out in front of her, flat, as if telling some invisible someone to stop. Was she seeing things? Was she completely unhinged? She couldn’t have killed Todd, could she?


  “I kept him away from you,” she said. “When Liam took you . . . that was me.”


  “You know Liam?”


  “No, but I’d heard of him, like we all had. I was able to get a message to his family after they left with Aaron.”


  “You’re shitting me.”


  She frowned. “What does that mean?”


  “You were the one who told Liam to come get me?”


  “Did you think I was going to let Todd . . .”


  “That’s exactly what I thought. What had you ever done to make me think anything different?”


  She lowered her hands and rested them on her thighs. “I couldn’t do that to you, Jessica. No. Your father told me one night that he’d received an email from Aaron’s parents, offering help if we needed it. He’d deleted it before Todd could see it, but he memorized the address just in case. When the time came, he told them about your birthday coming up. They knew what it meant.”


  “And you arranged for me to go to the farmers’ market that day?”


  “Yes. I saw Liam approach you. I was worried you weren’t going to keep your cool.”


  “Keep my . . . what? What?”


  “It’s an expression—”


  “I know the expression. What about when Tanya took me shopping for the dress? Did you arrange that too?”


  “Did you think she didn’t notice that you’d left the store?”


  My mother was calling me a moron, but she was right. I should’ve noticed, but I was so indoctrinated that I didn’t. I thought I was getting away with something. I was proud of myself for being so brave. Instead, it was my mother, and my father, the whole time, letting me go. The whole narrative of my life since I was seventeen was unraveling right there in the cornfield.


  “I did think that, yes.”


  “And you thought I didn’t care, or didn’t know, what Todd was planning?”


  “Either. Both.”


  She shook her head slowly from side to side. “I failed you.”


  “You got me out.”


  “Yes, but not Kiki.”


  I felt a stab of pain. “Todd wasn’t interested in her, though.”


  “Not while you were there.”


  The consequence of what she was saying hit me all at once. I dropped to my knees on the hard ground and threw up. My mother crouched down behind me, rubbing my back, holding my hair away from my face.


  I retched again, and then again, tasting bile. There was nothing left inside me, but my stomach wouldn’t give up.


  Finally, it subsided. I spat and rocked back on my heels, away from the mess I’d made.


  “Come into the house,” my mother said.


  “No. Finish it.”


  “Are you sure?”


  I looked her in the eye. My own face was buried in hers. “Please.”


  “Todd was so angry when you left. He suspected us of helping you. He brought all the children down from the hill, and we had to stay in the Gathering Place for weeks. He wouldn’t let us sleep. He’d take us away one by one, interrogating us, even the little kids. He left your aunt and uncle, and Kiki, and your father and me for last. Tanya and Tom didn’t know anything. I’d told Tanya to let you use the phone because your father had gotten a message that his mother was dying. And that if she got caught, she was to say that you had escaped, briefly, but since you came back, she didn’t want to get you in trouble. That’s the story she told Todd. She came out of that meeting with a welt across her cheek.


  “I was shaking so hard in my meeting with him, I almost passed out. Todd knew I was keeping something from him, but I stuck to my story, that your dad was worried about his mother, so I’d arranged to have you call them. You hadn’t been able to get through because they must’ve changed their number. I told him over and over that I had no idea how to communicate with anyone outside of the LOT other than by making a phone call, which was true. And he knew from the phone logs, which he checked carefully each month, that no calls had been made. And then . . . and then I told him I was disappointed that he couldn’t complete the ritual with you. He got this horrible look on his face and said that it didn’t matter. Your replacement had been there all along.”


  “Kiki,” I said.


  “Kiki.”


  “You should have killed him then.”


  “I wanted to, but I didn’t see how I could. Everyone was so paranoid. He broke all the couples up and matched us with someone else so there wouldn’t be any loyalties. I had to share a house with one of the other men for months. And he isolated Tanya and Tom, sent them up the hill, and then . . . and then it all seemed to return back to normal.”


  “Normal?”


  “Three months after you left, Todd let us out of the lodge, and life went on.”


  I struggled to get to my feet. “Not for Kiki, though, right, Mother?”


  She looked very sad, but it wasn’t enough for me. “No, she wasn’t the same after that.”


  “We all killed her, each and every one of us.”


  “Yes.”


  “So that’s why you killed Todd? Because of what he did to Kiki?”


  “In part.”


  “Why, then?”


  “Kiki didn’t tell you?”


  It was a mean thing to say, though I don’t think she meant it that way. She was as surprised as I was at the secrets Kiki had kept from me.


  “She didn’t tell me any of this.”


  “I would’ve thought . . . but maybe she blocked it out. That’s what Tanya always thought, because she never took any interest after . . . That’s why we raised her instead of Tanya, so it would be easier for—”


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” I grabbed her by the arm and shook her. She seemed surprised by my touch. Was she reliving the experience of killing him? What the hell was going on?


  “It was because of Serene. Todd started paying too much attention to her, even though she was only four. And it might have been fatherly, but I couldn’t take that chance, not after Aaron and . . .”


  “But what’s Serene got to do with Kiki?”


  She looked at me, and I could see the truth in her eyes before she spoke it. “Because she’s Kiki’s daughter. Hers and Todd’s.”


  “How did she do it?” Liam asks when I’ve paused for more than a minute. He’s kept his word and let me tell it without asking any questions.


  “There were all kinds of mushrooms growing in the woods, some good, some bad. She got herself put on kitchen duty and made Todd a special omelet for breakfast one morning.”


  “How come the police didn’t figure it out?”


  “They never called the police. They put out the word that Todd was dead and had a funeral. Covington was the one who told me.”


  “The local coroner didn’t do anything?”


  I shrugged. “Why would he? No one had paid any attention to the LOT for years. It was like a tacit agreement or something. Todd was probably paying them off in some way since none of us ever went to school or had our shots or whatever.”


  Liam shifted next to me. “He played closer to the rules than you’d think, actually. Paid taxes, applied for and received a homeschooling permit. He knew how to keep the cops away. And everyone else.”


  “If there’d only been one welfare check.”


  “Yeah, I thought of that,” he says, “but my aunt and uncle begged me not to.”


  “Why?”


  “They didn’t want all the kids separated from their parents, which they surely would’ve been.”


  “But their parents were the ones who put them in danger.”


  “No guarantee that the foster system would have been any better.”


  “Who were they to decide that? Or you?”


  He rubs at his face. “I made a choice to respect their wishes. They didn’t want to put Aaron through an investigation, have him testify, any of it. So instead, I did what I could. I got out as many as I could.”


  His voice is shaking with emotion, but I feel angry now. For having to relive that horrible day with my mother, even though I brought it up. And with Liam, for not saving enough of us.


  “Did you know?” I ask. “Did you know my mother was the one who reached out to you?”


  “No.”


  I’m not sure I believe him, but who am I to call him out?


  “How come you never told me about Kiki?” Liam asks.


  “I was ashamed.”


  “Why?”


  “First because I left her behind. And then because it was my fault she died.”


  “I hardly think . . .”


  I turn on my side, my back to him. “Please don’t, Liam, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  I watch the shadows move across the wall, waiting for Liam’s next question.


  “Where is she now?” he asks eventually.


  “Who?”


  “Your mother.”


  “Why? You think I should turn her in?”


  “No.”


  “I won’t.”


  “I understand.”


  He slips his arm around me, and I press into him because even though he can’t keep the nightmares away, he is the one who’s come the closest to doing so.


  “You can’t turn her in either,” I say.


  “You don’t trust me.”


  “It’s not that. She’s my mother. I have to protect her, and even though she was the worst mother in the world, she saved me. She trusted me to keep her secret, and now I’ve broken that by telling you. I’d rather you just forget that I said anything.”


  Liam stays quiet for a minute, but he doesn’t roll away from me. Not yet.


  “Is this what you were dreaming about earlier?” he asks.


  “I’m not sure. I never remember my dreams.”


  “You shouldn’t blame yourself.”


  “Shhh.”


  “Is Serene with your mother?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you think that’s a good idea?”


  “She seemed happy there. She thinks they’re her parents. My aunt and uncle thought it was better for Kiki if Serene was raised by my parents, to help her forget the connection. I guess it worked in a way. Besides, I’m not equipped to raise a kid, assuming I could even get custody. Clearly.”


  Liam hugs me tighter then, and whispers in my ear, “I think you’d be a great mother.”


  And that’s supposed to be so romantic, isn’t it? Maybe that’s why he said it, or maybe he actually thinks that. But I can’t be anyone’s mother. I might be able to turn my life around, like JJ imagines, but that would be a step too far.


  But like so many things, I can’t say this to Liam.


  Instead, I say, “Thank you,” and let him rock me gently to sleep.


  Chapter 40


  Unraveling


  That night when I told Liam about what my mother did, and some of what happened to Kiki, that could’ve been the beginning of something between us, something more real because we’d brushed so many secrets aside. Instead, it ended up being the beginning of a wall. It’s made up of bricks of things that I’ve known for years but have only started bothering me now that my watertight compartments have broken down. Things like why Liam didn’t call Child Services, and how many things could’ve been changed and saved if he had.


  Kiki would be whole and alive. Serene would never have come to be. Todd would be in jail and exposed, maybe dying, surrounded by other harmers of children, bottom-feeders all. And I could be living a normal life, could have found happiness with an ordinary guy who did ordinary things. I could have a career, never have killed Jessie, never have known Jessie at all.


  I know a lot of this isn’t fair. Todd didn’t make Jessie. She was out there, already rotten, waiting for the opportunity to arise. Our paths could have crossed anyway, and maybe I would’ve made the same choices. Or maybe I would have chosen to let go, let her go, if I were happy. If the LOT were a distant memory that had lost its power to harm or shape me.


  The bricks are not all of my making. Liam builds them too. I’m holding back details from him, things that happened with Jessie, things that happened to Kiki. I suspect he’s unsure of whether I’ve actually given up the search for Jessie. It seems out of character for me to have done so after my dogged pursuit. But I don’t have the energy to keep up the pretense that I’m still looking for her, even if it creates suspicion.


  He is suspicious of me in general now. He’ll start to ask questions, like whether I’ve checked in with the sergeant in Jackson lately, and I’ll bite back that I’m not under investigation, and he should drop it, but I’m not sure he ever will. Not till Jessie’s found.


  Another brick I help him build involves the choice I made about my mother. To let her be. To let her raise Serene. To let her and the other leftovers live in their utopia on a quiet farm in Connecticut.


  And then there’s all the rest of the secrets, the biggest bricks of all.


  I don’t tell him that I’ve recovered the money. Not that this is the biggest thing I’m keeping from him, but still. I made my way through the labyrinth of Jessie’s passwords and used the various passports I found to identify her two substantial offshore bank accounts and liquidate them. I’m not a thief, though, so when I unlocked the final key, I used some more tricks I learned from Liam and his cohorts along the way and found a way to send JJ her portion securely, and set up a trust for Serene. I kept my promise to Five and set up a real photography prize in her name in Jackson supplied by an anonymous donation, then salted away the rest of it offshore for myself, for a rainy day.


  I don’t tell Liam that I spend my mornings in the bathroom reading the Jackson paper online, looking for signs that Jessie’s popped up. As a result, that town is so alive in my mind that I feel like I know many of the locals, those who show up in the paper on a regular basis, anyway. Sometimes I forget, and I start telling Liam a story I read that day, and he gets this puzzled expression on his face. I tell him it’s my way of keeping track of the investigation, setting up a Google Alert for stories that mention the town, but like so many things I say to him now, I’m not sure he believes me.


  There are so many secrets, it’s hard to keep track.


  In the end I think this is what breaks us. Opening up to him enough for him to see, or sense, the vast ocean of things I’ve kept to myself was a mistake. People always say that it’s bad to keep secrets, that they corrode trust. But I don’t think that’s true. It’s knowing there are secrets that you’ll never have access to that rubs away at us. I can’t tell him everything about me, but what I have said is too much.


  It doesn’t happen all at once, us falling apart. That would be easier. There isn’t any dramatic fight; we could get past that, forgive each other, and make up with sex. Instead, one night, needing more sleep than I can get with Liam watching over me, I don’t go to his place. I don’t answer his texts. I just fall into the best sleep I’ve had in months in my own bed.


  In the morning, I watch JJ’s new show on my iPad as I listen to my roommates rumble around, going through their morning routines. Then I start looking for apartments on Craigslist.


  I need some space to write, I tell Liam. I found my original thesis in a box at the back of my closet. After I sent it to my old editor at FeedNews, they had to print a retraction. While it was more time in the public eye, at least this time it was positive press and got me an assignment. I mostly have to write on spec, and my articles are fact-checked to infinity, but I sell them, and it’s a foothold to getting back my career.


  JJ’s right that people like a second-chance story. She’s making a comeback, too. Her first episode is about a foster house, not an orphanage exactly, but a family who takes twenty children at a time. Cooking’s a major deal in this house, so she spent a week with them, teaching the kids how to make a week’s worth of basics, then opened it up to donations. They flood in and the show goes viral. JJ’s back, winning smile firmly in place, eternal optimism achievable. She tells me to write about it, and it’s one of the first pieces I sell.


  Liam visits my new apartment, but he doesn’t like it. He doesn’t ask me to move in with him, though, either. We work best in transience, I’ve decided. Or maybe that’s just me. I don’t know how to keep my secrets with someone I also depend on to make sure there’s toilet paper in the house and milk in the fridge.


  Maybe we could have found a way. I like to think that. As the nightmares recede and I have things to do to occupy myself, I’m not thinking all day long about what JJ and I did.


  As the months pass without a body being discovered.


  Then I get a text.


  “Something’s been bugging me since that day at the dive bar last summer,” Covington says one day in early June, almost a year to the day since I met Jessica Two. He wanted to drop by to see the new place, he’d said.


  “What day at the dive bar?” I ask, trying to keep my voice even, as if I’ve forgotten all about that conversation.


  “When I told you my theory about Todd last year,” Covington says. He looks tall in my tiny apartment, as if he might not fit on most of the furniture.


  I go to the fridge in the alcove kitchen and grab the beer I know he wants. “That someone killed him?”


  “Yeah.”


  I walk into the living room and hand him the beer, keeping my hands steady. “Have you been talking to Liam?”


  “What? Why?”


  “Nothing. Have a seat,” I say. He sits, and I do the same on the couch across from him. They only got delivered last week, these couches, my first purchase with the money I got back from Jessie.


  Covington takes a swig of his beer, then holds it awkwardly between his hands.


  “What’s going on, Cov?”


  “It’s been bugging me, like I said.”


  “What?”


  He makes eye contact briefly, then looks away. “Your reaction.”


  I try to think back. We were drunk when he brought that up. I’m sure I denied knowing anything about it. Called it out for the silly thought it was.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You didn’t seem surprised.”


  “I . . . What?”


  “It didn’t seem like news to you.” Covington takes what I can only consider as a nervous sip of his beer, then puts it down on the table.


  “What are you suggesting? That I somehow snuck back into the LOT and killed Todd?”


  “No.”


  “Then what?”


  He doesn’t say anything.


  “What, Covington? Jesus.”


  He glances at me again, then away. “How did Kiki die?”


  I do not like the direction this is going in. “I told you, she killed herself.”


  “You didn’t tell me that, actually.”


  “I didn’t?”


  “No. You told me she died, and that the funeral had been family only, and you said something about an accident.”


  “It was an accidental overdose. That’s what I said.”


  “That’s not what you said. And that’s not true.”


  I look to the door. He’s between me and it, though if I move fast enough, I’d probably get out before he reacts. But there’s no point in trying to escape him. Better to sit here and learn what he knows, then make a plan.


  “What business is it of yours how she died?” I ask. “Just because you shared a kiss—”


  “It was more than that. I cared for her. And she cared for me.”


  I shrug. “She left you and went to Ohio.”


  He winces. “She needed to clear her head before we could start a real relationship.”


  “Fucking Todd.”


  “Yeah, him. But also, you.”


  “Me?”


  “You wanted her to be something she wasn’t.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “I’m only telling you what Kiki told me.”


  I swallow my pain. I need to stay focused and not get distracted.


  “She killed herself, okay?” I say. “I was ashamed to tell people. It felt like my fault.”


  “Why?”


  “For a lot of reasons I don’t have to discuss with you.” I consider my words. “But how do you know what happened to Kiki? You been investigating me, Covington? Putting your Liam training to good use?”


  “I wanted some answers.”


  “What did you come here to say?”


  He stands and starts to pace back and forth in the small space.


  “Todd’s death was bugging me,” he says. “It got me thinking about Kiki. How I’d never known what happened to her because I’d shoved all those feelings away after I found out she was dead because that was easier. Then that stuff with that girl, that other Jessica who defrauded you, something there was bugging me, too, and I couldn’t quite place it. So, I started digging around, and, well, I ended up going to see your parents.”


  “My parents?”


  “In Connecticut.”


  My stomach’s in knots. “You have a nice reunion?”


  Covington grimaces. “Ugh, no. It was awful seeing them all together. But Kiki’s mom was nice to me. She showed me some pictures she had of Kiki, and that’s when I noticed it.”


  “What?”


  “Her name on the front of the photograph album. Her real name.”


  “Jessica Katherine Williams,” I say.


  He nods. “And her birthday.”


  “The same day as me.”


  “The same. I’d forgotten about that. Kiki mentioned it once, but I never thought about the two of you having the same name because I’d always known her as Kiki. Even in the LOT.”


  “We called her that since she was two. Before you were born.”


  “Her mother said. But not why they gave you the same name.”


  “It was a kind of joke between them, I think. The two families. That’s what my mother told me. Because it was funny that two cousins were born on the same day in the same place, so why not take it a step further. Jessica was Todd’s mother’s name.”


  “That’s weird.”


  “They were weird, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


  “Anyway, the more I thought about it,” Covington says, “the more it seemed like too many coincidences. Too many Jessicas.” He picks up his beer and drains it. “And then your mother told me what she did.”


  “What?”


  What the actual fuck? What is wrong with her?


  “She told me what she did to Todd,” Covington says. “And why.”


  “She told you about Serene?”


  He nods. “I think it was because she could tell that I cared about Kiki. But I’m not sure. She seems a bit off.”


  “She is, obviously. Your parents too. Because they’re living there also, right?” I say. “That’s how you knew how to find my parents?”


  “They can’t seem to quit one another.”


  “Apparently. You never suspected about Serene?”


  He shakes his head. “After you left, there was this strange three months or so where we were all forced to live in the Gathering Place together, but then all the kids were sent back up the hill, including me and the few others who’d been allowed to stay with their parents. I didn’t see my parents for months, only Todd and the guardians. When we were allowed to come back down the next summer, Kiki was living in the house she built with Sarah. Only we were supposed to call them Tori and Thalia. And your parents had Serene. They told us that she was your mom’s kid.”


  “She was too old to have a kid.”


  “I know that now, but I was only fourteen. I didn’t understand that kind of stuff.” He looks at me. “Did you know?”


  “No. Kiki never told me.”


  “I wondered. Anyway, once I learned all of that, I decided to go to Kiki’s college in Ohio.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because I wanted to know what had really happened to her.”


  “And you didn’t trust me to tell you.”


  “Frankly? No. That’s how I found out about her suicide. There was an article in the school newspaper about her.” He reaches into his pocket. “I also found this.”


  He hands it to me. It’s a newspaper clipping. I unfold it. It’s a picture of Kiki and her roommate from college. They’ve got their arms around one another and are laughing into the camera. They’re wearing Hawaiian leis for some luau party. Did she tell me about that? I can’t remember. My eyes trail away from a happy-looking Kiki to her roommate, Jessie. Only she went by the name Karen then.


  “That’s her, isn’t it?” Covington says. “Jessica Two? I recognized her from the wanted poster I found online.”


  They’d used a picture of Jessie from the school where she worked. She didn’t look that different at thirty from how she had looked at twenty-four.


  “It’s her.” My hands flutter at my sides. I’m not mad, or scared. Not yet, anyway. “Why are you here, Covington? To tell me all of this?”


  “No.” He pulls out his phone. “I read this online this morning.”


  I take it from him. It’s a wire story that hadn’t made it into the Jackson Hole News & Guide yet. A badly decomposed body was found in Jackson Lake. Female. Late twenties to early thirties. They haven’t been able to identify it, but they think it might be associated with a woman who’s wanted by the authorities for theft and identity fraud who was last seen in Jackson.


  Jessie.


  “Is this her too?” Covington asks.


  “How am I supposed to know?”


  “Come on, Jess.”


  I stare at him.


  “Look, I don’t know all the details,” Covington says, “but I think I’ve figured out enough. And I’m not saying I blame you, okay? I might’ve done the same in your place.”


  “Why are you here, then?”


  “I came to warn you. Liam’s been asking questions too. About Kiki. Once this gets out . . . He’s not stupid, Jess.”


  “I know.”


  He puts his hands on his knees. “That’s what I came here to say.”


  “So what now?”


  He stands. “I’m going to go.”


  “Just like that?”


  “Just like that.”


  He moves toward the door. I stand to follow him. I feel detached from my body, strangely disconnected.


  “You okay for money?” Covington asks with his hand on the knob.


  “Yeah.”


  “Good. Just . . . don’t leave without telling him goodbye, okay?”


  “Who, Liam?”


  “He wouldn’t take that well.”


  “He’ll be all right.”


  Covington shakes his head. “He’s in love with you.”


  “He’s never told me that. Not really.” Only that one text last summer. Same, he’d written. Same.


  “Would’ve thought it was obvious. Anyway, tell him something, okay? Something he can live with.”


  He opens the door, stops, then leaves without saying anything more.


  I sink back into the couch, and the world tilts away from me.


  So close, I think. I came so close to getting away with it.


  Ohio, May 5, 2016


  Dear Jess,


  By the time you get this, I won’t be here anymore. That sounds more dramatic than I wanted, but I’m not quite sure how to do this. The actual part, I’ve figured out. I’ve been seeing a doctor and she’s given me pills, only I haven’t been taking them. I’ve saved them and saved them, and I’ll take them all at once. Then, hopefully, I’ll fall asleep.


  They’ll find me in the room I shared with her. I don’t know what made her do it. I would’ve given her the money if she’d asked. I never cared about it, anyway—that’s why I told her about it in the first place. About Todd, all of it. This isn’t because she took the money. I loved her, you see? I thought she felt the same. I trusted her. I shared myself with her. She was the first person in my life that I chose. That felt different and so much less complicated than what we’d been through. I thought it was real, but it wasn’t. She betrayed me, and it’s that I can’t live with. Another person I love letting me down like that.


  And oh, now I’m letting you down. I let people down, I do. Ask your mother. She’ll explain. I can’t write down why. I’ve locked it away so deep I can’t let it out. But go see her after you get this. Ask her and she’ll tell you, and then, maybe, you’ll understand.


  I love you so much, Jess. I know you think you failed me, but you didn’t.


  And now I’ll be free from all of it for real this time.


  Forgive me.


  Love, Kiki


  June 10, 2021


  Dear Liam,


  Have I told you enough, my love, for you to understand?


  I started writing this as a way to pass the time, and to process what happened. I’ve had so much time to fill this last year while I watched us disintegrate and I waited to be discovered. Only, if I’m being honest, I didn’t think I would be. I truly thought I’d get away with it. All the planning would pay off. So, I was also writing this as, maybe, my true comeback piece. A book. A novel. Who knows? I’d change enough details, if need be. Some chapters I’d take out entirely and replace with the stories I’ve told you.


  But things are not working out like I planned, and I don’t want to leave you with questions, so . . . Here’s what I did. The unvarnished truth.


  That piece I wrote about the Land of Todd, the one that started my career—I wrote that about Kiki. Maybe you’ve worked that out now that you know about her. I didn’t ask her permission, and she wasn’t happy about it. It was a shitty thing to do, but I knew she’d forgive me, and I knew it would help me make my mark, so I did it anyway. That should have been a clue to myself. A warning that I wasn’t as far away from Todd as I thought.


  If I heard it, I ignored it.


  Jessie was Kiki’s roommate at the school she went to in Ohio. Her name was Karen Rivers then, a name I’d find out later was fake. I don’t know what she did before she became Karen. If she’d done anything truly bad already. Perhaps she was escaping a terrible childhood, trying to start over. It’s possible those stories she told me about foster care were true. Or maybe her life was idyllic and she was born that way. Nature versus nurture. What would I have been if Todd had never gotten ahold of me? So many questions.


  It doesn’t matter why, though; it only matters what.


  The consequences. The ripple effects.


  Bad luck for Kiki to end up roommates with her. Worse luck still when Kiki told her about the money from the settlement. Jessie befriended her, seduced her, gained her trust, and took all Kiki’s money. And then she disappeared.


  Kiki was devastated. Not about the money, she wrote me, but about the betrayal of her trust. I get that, but I’ve never understood why she felt like killing herself was the only option. Why she couldn’t reach out to me for help. That’s probably my fault. If I’d done the right thing from the beginning and gotten her proper help, she would’ve made a different choice.


  You can drive yourself crazy with what-ifs, I’ve learned.


  I don’t know what Jessie thought would happen. I presume she didn’t know Kiki would take it badly and that her betrayal would be one straw too many for Kiki to bear.


  Didn’t know or didn’t care. Another thing that’s impossible to know and doesn’t matter in the end.


  But I do know that she had no idea Kiki would send me a letter before she did it, telling me what had happened, why she was ending her life. Because of who. Which meant I knew something Jessie didn’t. I knew about her. That she was responsible for Kiki’s suicide.


  I told the police what she’d done; that’s how I found out about her fake identity. But she was missing. Living under some other name, maybe in another state. They said it wasn’t going to be easy to find her.


  I thought I could do better. I started off trying to track her down. I used the skills you taught me, and the revelation I had one night, something I’d overlooked. Kiki’s driver’s license was missing. When I collected her things from her dorm, it wasn’t there. I couldn’t find her Social Security card, either, or the birth certificate I’d helped her get. I was sure Karen was using it, because who would look for a dead girl?


  Turned out I was right. Karen was living as Jessica Williams outside Chicago. I held on to that information for a while, watching her from afar. I’m not sure why I didn’t turn her in immediately. Maybe I was thinking of revenge, even then. And then she moved to Wilmington and floated that story about winning the lottery, and I couldn’t help but wonder. Why would she draw attention to herself like that?


  I looked into it and found the police report that she’d filed after “Jessica” stole her money. And there it was—her whole new scam laid out. She’d realized how much easier it was to take someone’s money when you had their ID. There’s no photograph on a birth certificate or a Social Security card. If you find someone with the same name, you’re all set. But she had to be careful. If she was going to use Kiki’s identity, she had to have an alibi. Be hiding in plain sight. If she played the victim card, she might escape detection if anyone ever went looking.


  I’m not sure what tipped her off that there were other Jessica Williamses. Maybe it was something as simple as a Google Alert. I get a dozen hits a week for someone with my name. I just prayed that Kiki hadn’t told her about me. How our parents had given us the same name when we’d been born on the same day.


  I used a guy I’d met researching a piece to help me track down the other Jessicas. There are eight of us in North America. I watched all of them as closely as I could. I was worried about JJ when I saw her get famous, and sure enough, once that piece was written about her, Jessie struck. It was like watching a car wreck in slow motion. The piece. JJ tweeting that she was going to that cooking exhibition. Her going silent. Then those terrible tweets from her account. I saw it all and it felt like there was nothing I could do to stop it. But it solidified what I wanted to do. If I could get someone to help me.


  I struggled with that for a while until it struck me.


  Who better to ask than JJ?


  It took a while to gain JJ’s trust, but I’d learned a thing or two living in the Land of Todd. I worked on her slowly, and in the end I’m not sure she’d even say that what we did was my idea. It was something we agreed on together.


  This was the plan. In the end, it was simple. Step 1: make myself a perfect target and get Jessica to take my money. Step 2: act like I had “tracked” down another victim, i.e., Jessie. Step 3: meet Jessie and get her to believe my story and agree to help me. Step 4: have JJ “appear” on Facebook from the same online trap I laid for Jessie. Step 5: get us all together. Step 6: use one of the other Jessicas as bait to get Jessie somewhere we could expose her and finish her.


  That last part JJ and I left unspoken. But we both understood.


  What else? I was the one who made sure my plagiarism was uncovered. I was the leaker. I knew it would cause a fuss, and I was delighted when it worked.


  JJ and I were careful. We communicated through a secure messaging app and wiped our messages constantly. If anyone went looking, the only thing they’d find were the Facebook messages from last summer, when she reached out to me when I was with Jessie.


  And I used you, my love, to redo all the things I’d done in the first place. Find Jessie. Find the other Jessicas.


  Jessie went along with all of it, even though I realize now because of what she said on Jackson Lake about researching all of us that she must’ve known who I was from the beginning. How she must’ve been laughing inside, thinking she was taking me too. She really couldn’t help herself, which is what I had been counting on.


  Not everything went according to plan, but we were nimble. We adjusted. We shuffled the cards enough times to keep her following the wrong one.


  We won. We took her money, and also her life.


  Like she’d taken Kiki’s. Like she’d taken JJ’s. Like she thought she was taking mine.


  I should’ve left you out of it, but I needed an alibi too. To leave a trail that would look like someone trying to put together a puzzle rather than carry out a plan.


  The one thing I didn’t plan was that night at your apartment, or the days that followed.


  I almost gave it up then. I almost called it off.


  But what if I could have it all? You and revenge. You and justice for Kiki.


  Too tempting.


  I’m sorry. I did a bad thing, but there’s a certain justice to it, isn’t there? And we’re going to have to pay. Despite all our plans, JJ and I will both have to disappear.


  Please, don’t try to find me.


  Please, let me go.


  There are others who need you, and I’ve been too much trouble from the get-go.


  Love, Jess
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  BOOK-CLUB QUESTIONS


  
    	
      When the novel opens, we learn that Jessica Williams has recently been fired for plagiarism but managed to finagle a good settlement on her way out the door by essentially blackmailing her employer. What were your initial thoughts about her character? Did you feel bad when she returned from Mexico and found out that all her settlement money was gone, or did you think that she somehow deserved it?

    


    	
      As we get to know Jessica, we realize certain things—for instance, how she was raised in a cult without a typical family structure. Did this make you change your perception of her character? Does it excuse some of the things she did later on?

    


    	
      Jessica has tried to move on from her upbringing and lead a “normal” life, but it seems as though her only real friendships are with The Twists, people who have also experienced a similar upbringing. She often repeats the “Toddisms” that were hammered into her as a child. How difficult do you think it would be for someone to be “deprogrammed” after a childhood like that? What would be their challenges integrating into society afterward?

    


    	
      Jessica is determined to find the person who scammed her and get her money back. Do you think that determination and resilience is somehow a product of growing up in the LOT? Do you see any similarities between her and Todd?

    


    	
      Liam seems wary of Jessica’s plans but is nonetheless keen to go along with her, and he acts like a pseudo father figure to her. Do you think he has been harboring feelings for her for some time, or is he merely taking advantage of a new opportunity? Did you believe Jessie when she said that he was with other women he’s helped out? Jessica seems jealous whenever Liam interacts with another woman—do you think that’s why she didn’t introduce him to Kiki?

    


    	
      When looking for Jessica Two’s other victims, Jessica finds “Jessie” (who we later learn is the scammer). Jessie is effectively “hiding in plain sight” and succeeding in her criminal activities. Why do you think she agrees to go along with Jessica and put that all at risk?

    


    	
      When Jessica and Jessie are in Philadelphia looking for JJ, they participate in a few scams themselves, beating the three-card monte man at his own game and running a Bar Bill con on an easy mark. Did this raise any red flags for you or make you suspect that there was more to know about Jessie and/or Jessica?

    


    	
      What are your thoughts on Jessica and Kiki’s relationship? When Jessica left the LOT, she tried to get Kiki to go with her, but did she try hard enough? When Kiki does finally leave five years later, she’s far more vulnerable than Jessica was. Is Jessica at fault for not getting “real” help for Kiki and for her suicide? Can you understand Jessica’s desire for revenge?

    


    	
      Jessica’s mother, Therese/Charlotte, was complacent during the hardships Jessica endured growing up, but reveals that she was instrumental in Jessica’s escape from the LOT when she realized what Todd’s intentions were. Do you believe her? Do you think she’s fit to raise Kiki’s daughter, Serene? Many of the former cult members are still living together—do you think they’re carrying on Todd’s vision or they simply don’t know what to do with themselves?

    


    	
      It took Jessica many years of planning to find Jessica Two and enact her grand plan. Do you think there is something pathological in that? Even with all that planning, things still didn’t work out perfectly. Do you think Jessica intended to kill Jessica Two from the start?

    


    	
      When Jessica Two’s body is found, Jessica realizes that she needs to disappear and writes a goodbye letter to Liam. Were you disappointed that the body turned up? Do you think Jessica should face the consequences of her actions? Do you think she will get away with everything?
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