
        
            
                
            
        

    
			Praise for Barbara Truelove’s
Of Monsters and Mainframes

			“Blending genres with wild abandon, this rollicking space adventure from video game developer Truelove is narrated by sentient 24th-century space shuttle supercomputer Demeter. . . . At first the culprit appears straightforward⁠—it’s Dracula⁠—but soon, many other classic monsters are drawn into the picture. . . . Truelove’s obvious expertise in tech and coding comes through in the voice of her utterly believable AI narrator. The result is pure entertainment.”

			—⁠Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Truelove’s (Crying Wolf) wild combination of pulp horror and classic sci-fi takes the best of both and makes something incredible out of ‘The Captain’s Log’ chapter from Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Readers who enjoy SF horror, such as Cold Eternity by S.A. Barnes and The Scourge Between Stars by Ness Brown, will find this a delightfully creepy treat.”

			—⁠Library Journal (starred review)

			“A book that will make you incredibly invested in the relationships between AIs. This is a clever and imaginative retelling of aspects of Dracula that makes you both giggle and gasp.”

			—⁠Kimberly Lemming, USA Today bestselling author of I Got Abducted by Aliens and Now I’m Trapped in a Rom-Com

			“A gloriously clever mashup of genres that captures the loneliness of space and the joy of finding companions to explore it with. I laughed one page, cried the next, and cheered for Demeter and her motley crew throughout. Of Monsters and Mainframes is a delight from start to finish.”

			—⁠Maiga Doocy, Sunday Times bestselling author of Sorcery and Small Magics

			“Of Monsters and Mainframes is fast and fun, with crackling prose, airlock-cold chills, and a lot to love in its too-human inhuman protagonists. It’s a treat to read a book that feels so modern and so classic at the same time, sitting right on the bridge between Murderbot and a monster movie.”

			—⁠Karen Osborne, author of Architects of Memory

			“I devoured this like a mythical creature feasting on an interstellar crew. Delightful, unhinged, and obscenely compelling. Told through a quippy lens, this story is incredibly warm for a monster mash set in space. It feels like a new wave of fable, and I can’t recommend it enough.”

			—⁠Craig Montgomery, author of A Circle of Stars

			“Of Monsters and Mainframes is an exquisite kaleidoscope of genre and style that drips with nostalgia yet remains fresh and exciting. Truelove deftly balances laugh-out-loud humor with cutting-edge tension while weaving a heart-swelling tale of friendship, identity, and the meaning of humanity.”

			—⁠S. Hati, author of And the Sky Bled
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			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

	
			Content Warning

			By N. Novković

			Heads up, this book contains descriptions of murder, grief, sexual assault, domestic violence, suicidal thoughts, strong language, and one very large spider.

			Finally, and maybe most importantly, this is Lucy’s story, and Lucy’s a liar. She’s one of those sneaky sorts of liars who’s straight up with the big things, the important things, but will get a little slippery when it comes to the small stuff, the details.

			I know this is probably a bitch move, swooping in first to stitch her up like this, but I need you to know up front: Lucy’s not above twisting the facts to make a story a little neater, a little nicer, especially when it comes to parts that aren’t neat, aren’t nice, and especially when it comes to those she loves.

			You have been warned.
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			There are a lot of really profound, poetic people who have said a lot of really profound, poetic things about death. But you know, it occurs to me that none of them had actually died when they said those things.

			Shakespeare, laying down verses about heroism and heavenly choirs. Edgar Allan Poe, ruminating on the sweet rest that must await. J. M. Barrie, the guy who put the words “to die will be an awfully big adventure” into Peter Pan’s mouth.

			Noobs.

			No better than the guy who complains about the footy from his plush armchair.

			I wish I could talk to Shakespeare, Poe, and Barrie. I’d ask if getting their tickets punched by the ferryman changed their tunes. Probably it didn’t. Profound, poetic people tend to stay profound and poetic, even when you wish they’d maybe calm down a little. And people like me . . . well . . .

			I don’t have anything profound or poetic to say about dying. I don’t have anything pretty to say about it either. It sucked. It really fucking sucked. I wish it hadn’t happened, but it did. I wish he hadn’t happened, but he did.

			He murdered me, and I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it, even when it was the last thing in the world I wanted to think about.

			It happened in the evening. The early evening, to be specific, which feels like getting handed fifteen cents when you’re owed a fifty. That motherfucker didn’t kill me in the morning, like a bird on a worm. He didn’t kill me at the stroke of midnight either, the way a good, honest murderer would’ve done it. He killed me after sundown, but before the good TV shows came on. He killed me during peak-hour traffic. He killed me at his convenience.

			But do you know what the kicker is? The thing that shortchanges those fifteen cents down to five? The real twist of the knife?

			He killed me on my graduation day.

			It wasn’t the sort of graduation I’d seen in movies. No frills. No tassels. No square-topped caps. Just me, a shirt for a Harry Styles concert that I didn’t even go to, and an auto-generated email, PDF attached.

			This document, awarded by Fishburn University Occupational and Vocational Branch, in accordance with the Australian Department of Education, certifies that Lucy May McQuinn has achieved adequate competency in the field of Business [Administration].

			This was it. This was what I’d been working toward for the last twelve months. This was what all those late nights, early mornings, and patchy pixelated Zoom calls with my course supervisor were for.

			Adequate competency.

			I could now, theoretically, and with adequate competency, use a photocopier, answer a phone, and organize a calendar.

			“You could be a personal assistant to a CEO,” my course supervisor had said when I’d first signed up, her voice somehow both robotically perfect and perfectly robotic. “The backbone of any organization.”

			One year later, all units completed, and I didn’t feel strong enough to be the backbone of anything. I felt sweaty. I felt tired. I felt . . . like I’d made a huge mistake.

			I stared at the certificate, breaking it down into all its parts. The university’s logo, off-center. The dean’s signature, slightly pixelated. My name, in a different font from everything else. Lucy May McQuinn. Adequate competency. Business open bracket administration close bracket.

			I didn’t want to print it out. I didn’t want to frame it, even though I knew that was what my grandma would insist on doing if she ever saw it. I wanted to drop the email straight into the trash and forget I’d ever been stupid enough to get a HECS debt for this. And sure, it wasn’t a big HECS debt, not compared to the amounts of money people spent getting diplomas, degrees, and doctorates. But it was a lot for an email. It was a lot for a PDF. It was a lot for . . . adequate competency.

			“We’re closing in a couple of minutes,” the librarian at the front desk said, her voice soft but somehow carrying through the whole building.

			I hit print.

			A minute later, and ten cents poorer, I walked out of the library, my laptop in a reusable shopping bag over my shoulder, my freshly printed Certificate of Business [Administration] in a plastic sleeve the librarian had pretended not to notice me steal.

			And it was fine.

			Really, it was fine.

			So what if the certificate was ugly? If I’d wanted pretty, I would’ve bought wallpaper. It didn’t have to be pretty to do what it had to do. And what it had to do was get me a real, bona fide, adult job. Something that’d pay well enough for me to buy eggs without checking the price. Something better than standing on a roadside in a hi-vis vest with a stop/slow lollipop sign. Something that’d allow me to finally, finally move out from my grandma’s house and start renting, start living.

			That was what I had to focus on.

			Not a student loan, not a badly formatted piece of paper, not the lack of pomp and circumstance.

			The future.

			“It’s fine,” I whispered to myself as I fished around in my pocket for my car keys. “Really fine. So totally fi⁠—” As I pulled out my keys, my phone slid free too, dropping and bouncing on the pavement at my feet. “⁠—ne. Be fine. Please be fine.”

			I crouched down and picked it up. It looked OK. Well, apart from the spiderweb crack forking from one side of the screen to the other. But that had happened six months ago when I’d been playing fetch with Cookie, phone in one hand, stick in the other, my brain incapable of making a good decision under pressure.

			I cupped my hand around the screen, shielding it from the sun’s glare. The number pad was there, and when I thumbed in my pin, the familiar forest of app icons popped up, mostly normal, apart from the shock of magenta and cyan pixels down the side.

			That was new.

			But, just like the certificate, it was fine. A little glitchy and gross, but fine. It still worked. And even if it didn’t, I could get a new phone once I found a CEO to hire me, which would surely be soon, what with me being adequately competent and all.

			There were two new messages.

			Krissy: Where are you? I’ve got a 15% off coupon at that new thai place. Swing by.

			Ginger: Hey Lucy!!! [image: Heart emojis.] You’re still coming this arvo right? I’ve just finished getting everything ready. It took all morning, please don’t judge. Don’t forget to dress to impress!!

			Guilt crept up my throat.

			I hadn’t told Krissy I was going to Ginger’s. I didn’t want to admit to Krissy that one of the girls we’d been dedicated to hating in high school had been sliding into my DMs. Which was stupid. We were all grown up, right? Year-eleven drama shouldn’t matter now.

			Except maybe it did, because my thumbs were already typing out the words I’m sorry, I can’t right now. Catch up tomorrow? I got a read receipt from Krissy, but no reply.

			Be there soon! I sent to Ginger. Then, as an afterthought, I followed it up with a heart emoji, the same sort she’d sent me.

			I didn’t tell either of them that it was my graduation day.
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			An hour later, I stood outside Ginger’s house.

			It looked like a five-year-old’s drawing of a house: acid-green hedge, triangular roof, and two box-shaped windows positioned on either side of the door, like eyes. I met their glassy stare as I walked along a winding garden path, awkwardly tugging at the fabric on my thighs, six-pack of Cruisers clutched to my chest.

			I’d driven home from the library, ditched my certificate, stripped off my Harry Styles shirt⁠—rip⁠—and did as instructed: dressed to impress. I figured there’d be nothing more impressive than the outfit that won me second place in the cosplay competition a couple of years ago. Novice division, but so what?

			Top hat, tails, and a bow tie that was so big it tickled my chin. The pants were tighter than I remembered. The vest was too, squeezed around my middle like a corset, pushing my boobs up and everything else down. But the effect must’ve been a good one, because Ginger’s face split into a wide, earnest sort of smile as soon as she opened the door.

			“Oh my God! You look amazing!”

			“Thanks,” I said, even though I was quickly sweating through the layers of my too-small three-piece suit. “You look good too.”

			“Good” was an understatement. Ginger looked like something out of a perfume commercial. Skirt long, eyelids shimmery, and curly blonde hair exploding out from behind her headband.

			Back in high school, I’d barely ever talked to Ginger. I told myself it was because she was one of the cool kids, and I wasn’t, and that meant I shouldn’t want to talk to her, that actually I should hate her a little. But the truth was, I didn’t hate her. I never had. It wasn’t popularity that kept us apart in high school; it was my backbone, or lack thereof. I wasn’t brave enough to talk to her then . . . and, if I was being totally, one hundred percent honest, I wasn’t sure I was brave enough now. She’d been the one who’d started messaging me, out of the blue. A bouncing notification icon that I thought must’ve been a mistake the first time I saw it.

			Hey. You still live in town, right?

			Right, I’d answered. Then, because that had seemed too abrupt, too mean, I’d followed it up with a I love it here! which she’d laugh-reacted to, even though it hadn’t been a joke. We’d been pinging each other every day for over a month now. A Did you see the new Nicole Kidman movie? here, a Why does servo sushi taste the best? Is it the bacteria? Is bacteria spicy? there.

			“What are you holding?” she asked now.

			“Oh. I . . . um . . . didn’t know what to bring. I hope this is OK.” I held up the six-pack of fizzy strawberry Cruisers. A.k.a. sugar, water, food coloring, and vodka. I didn’t normally go for Cruisers. When I went to the bar with Krissy, I’d just get a beer, which was a little Homer Simpson, but whatever, it was cheap.

			Beer didn’t seem like Ginger’s vibe, though. She was pink and glittery, like the pen she used to sign her name in my yearbook. So I bought the pinkest, glitteriest drink I could find.

			“Lucy,” Ginger said, eyes widening, voice dropping to a whisper. “It’s a tea party.”

			I hesitated. “Yeah. I know. That’s the . . . the theme . . . right?”

			She kept staring.

			“Right?” I said again.

			She glanced over her shoulder, like she half expected someone to be looming behind her. Once she’d confirmed that there were no loomers, she grabbed my arm and pulled me inside. “Everyone’s already in the other room. Go say hi. I’ll hide these.”

			“Hide?”

			She took the Cruisers and rushed off in a flurry of skirts. I stayed where I was, feeling suddenly, strangely small. The hallway was long, too long, too clean, and too quiet. I couldn’t hear any music, only the soft murmur of conversation through the walls.

			Slowly, carefully, I made toward it, down the hall and through an open set of French doors.

			I didn’t know what I’d been expecting.

			Actually, no. That was a lie. I knew exactly what I’d been expecting. Red Solo cups, designated make-out areas, and a YouTube party mix blaring loud enough to buzz in my ears for days afterward. Instead, there were flower arrangements, macarons on a tiered cake stand, and Ginger’s mum, who’d taught cooking class in year seven.

			“Oh . . . Lucy, is it?” She walked toward me, the click click click of her heels metronome perfect. For a terrifying moment I thought she was going to hug me. Instead, she stopped half a meter short and stared, eyes wide and unblinking, like a lizard locking onto its prey. “How are you? How’s your grandmother?”

			“I . . . I’m fine, Mrs. Béliveau. Grandma’s fine too.”

			“That’s lovely to hear. Truly, lovely.”

			“Yeah,” I muttered dumbly as my eyes darted around the room. I saw a dozen⁠—no⁠—two dozen faces. I recognized most of them from high school. They’d been the popular girls, the smart girls, the pretty girls. They were women now, the cheap eyeliner, acne, and not-as-invisible-as-advertised braces replaced with natural-look foundation and dresses, satin, silk, and chiffon. Which . . . shit. Shit. This was a tea party. A real actual genuine tea party.

			“What a creative costume,” Mrs. Béliveau said. “Willy Wonka, is it?”

			“Oh. Um. No. The Hatter.”

			“The Hatter?”

			“As in the Mad Hatter?” I tried again. “You know, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland?”

			“Don’t you mean Alice in Wonderland?”

			I fought back the urge to inform her that no, actually, I didn’t mean that, I meant exactly what I said, and smiled wider, my cheeks hurting. “Yeah. Sure. That’s the one. I, eh, made this cospl⁠—eh⁠—costume a couple of years ago, with my grandma, for a convention. I thought, what with this being a tea party and all, it would . . . it would . . . um . . .”

			I looked around again, taking in the faces staring at me, smiling, all of them, with pink lips, rosy cheeks, and fluttery fake lashes. There was a lot of perfume in the air. None of it was mine.

			In high school, I’d dyed my dark hair darker, painted my white face whiter, smudged eye shadow around my eyes, and called it goth. But since I’d graduated, aesthetics hadn’t exactly been a priority. Standing in that room, I was keenly aware that I wasn’t wearing any makeup, not even lip balm.

			Mrs. Béliveau’s lizard stare was starting to look a touch concerned.

			“I mean . . .” I tried desperately to think of something to say. “I . . . what with the . . . the theme and it being a party, on a Saturday, I kinda just assumed . . .”

			“Assumed what?”

			“That . . . ah . . . well . . . you know . . . it was . . .”

			I was saved at that moment by Ginger, sweeping through the French doors and making a beeline straight to the table. She picked up a cup and saucer and dinged the teaspoon against the rim. It was pointless. Everyone had fallen silent the moment she’d entered. Ginger had that effect on people. The ability to capture a room’s attention with just a look, a smile, or a flick of her hair.

			Translation: She was beautiful.

			The kind of beautiful that shouldn’t exist in small, rural Australian towns like this.

			The kind of beautiful that meant she hadn’t needed to get good grades in school (even though she had) and didn’t need to be rich (even though she was) because everyone knew she was going to become a supermodel, or an actress, or something else sparkly and spectacular.

			“OK, so,” Ginger began, sounding strangely nervous. “Thank you, everyone, for coming. I know this is all a little last-minute . . .” Nothing about any of this gave me that impression. “But with everyone back in town for the semester break I thought it would be nice to get us in the same room again, just like old times.”

			A murmur of laughter crept around the room.

			I joined in, though I wasn’t sure I heard the joke.

			Ginger’s smile cut dimples into both cheeks. “Anyway. Yeah. Everyone, grab a cup of tea so we can do a toast. There’re heaps to choose from. I promise I didn’t put any drugs or anything in them.”

			Another sprinkling of laughter, high and sweet. It sounded almost practiced.

			Everything about this situation made me think of the mechanics inside a cuckoo clock. Stiff, aesthetic, coordinated, controlled. I’d never felt more out of place, standing in the middle of the room, my pants too small and my bow tie too big.

			But that was OK. It was fine.

			I’d expected a bigger, bouncier, boozier party, but that didn’t matter. This would be fun too. Actually, this would be better. Something new. Something nice. I hadn’t been to many nice things before.

			I held on to that thought as the tide of people carried me toward the table. I picked up a teacup when everyone else picked up a teacup, and shuffled along the line until I reached the teapots. They were vintage, or made to look vintage. Vintagesque. Porcelain with flowers painted along the sides. Each had a small cardboard label set in front of it.

			Calming Chamomile. Gracious Green. Darjeeling Detox. Bountiful Boysenberry. Generous Ginger.

			I went with that last one. It came out technicolor yellow with large flakes of brown floating in it. That was normal, right? Probably. I had no idea. I’d only ever had Grandma’s tea before, which came in papery bags and was made with water boiled in an electric kettle. Earl Grey, except when English Breakfast was cheaper.

			Someone elbowed me gently in the ribs.

			“Sorry,” I said, grabbing my cup and stepping back. “Didn’t mean to be in the way.”

			“You’re not in the way,” said a person with a face familiar enough that I was sure we’d been in high school together but wasn’t sure if we’d ever shared a class. One of the smart kids.

			She had long brown hair, a galactic spray of freckles, and sloped sleepy eyes, like Marilyn Monroe. Her smile was like Marilyn Monroe’s too. Not the big one she’d worn when she was standing on the air vent, but the one Andy Warhol made famous. Small but knowing.

			“You look cool,” she said.

			“Oh. Um. Thanks. You look⁠—”

			“Basic,” she said, tugging at the purple skirt of her dress. It was satin, the waist cinched in with an oversize ribbon, the bodice artfully ruffled.

			“That’s basic?”

			“Fifty bucks,” she said with a shrug. “That’s pretty basic around here.”

			I didn’t know how to respond to that.

			“What kind of dog does Willy Wonka have?” she asked.

			“Oh. Um. I’m not Wi⁠—”

			“A chocolate lab.”

			I stood there, holding my tea.

			“Get it?” she asked.

			“Yeah. Um. That’s hilarious.” I forced out another fake laugh.

			“What’s so funny?” Ginger asked, appearing at my other side.

			“Nothing,” I said.

			And just like that, Marilyn Monroe’s smile was gone.

			Which . . . shit. That was . . . that wasn’t good. I tried desperately to scrounge for the words that would make this situation right. Or, at the very least, a little less awkward. But before I could find them, she turned and retreated back into the room.

			“Don’t worry,” Ginger whispered in my ear. “Nicola’s shy. Sometimes, you’ll talk to her, and she won’t respond at all.”

			“She seems nice.”

			“Oh, she is. I love her. But she’s weird. Just like you.”

			That would’ve been a good time for me to say the line. We’re all mad here. It wasn’t actually Hatter’s line, but it would’ve worked. If I’d nailed the delivery, I could’ve even made it sound suave. But suave had never been my forte, especially not when Ginger was whispering in my ear, her rosewater perfume sweet and sharp in the air.

			“Oh . . . um . . . yeah . . . sorry about that. Being weird.”

			“No. It’s OK. I like you weird.”

			My cheeks prickled as I turned to face her directly.

			Ginger was taller than usual, her heels propping her up an extra couple of inches. As if she needed the help. She’d always been the tallest kid in class, her grinning pink face popping up from the back row in all the school photos, from kindergarten all the way up to year-twelve graduation.

			We were twenty now. I was almost twenty-one. But I still felt small standing next to her.

			“Are you ready?” she asked.

			“For . . . ?”

			“Here’s to the end,” she said, addressing the room. “The end of the semester, the end of exams, the end of another year!”

			I gave an automatic cheer.

			Everyone else just dinged their teaspoons against their teacups.

			There was something surreal about it. The circle of smiles, the shimmer of dresses, the chorus of stainless-steel cutlery against ceramic. I wondered if this was going to be a memory I would have for the rest of my life. I wondered if, perhaps, it’d be a funny one. The time I went to high tea with the popular, posh kids dressed in a top hat, tails, and a bow tie the size of a dinner plate. It felt like it had the potential to become one of those gently embarrassing stories adults liked to whip out at Christmas parties. A charming, slightly awkward anecdote.

			“Lucy,” Ginger’s mum said, holding out her phone. “Be a dear and take a photo of all us ladies together, would you?”

			Or maybe it’d be the sort of memory I’d unpack slowly, over years on a therapist’s couch. That time I passed up 15 percent off Thai food to embarrass myself in front of a room full of people I barely knew . . . all because I thought I was going to get drunk with the girl who wrote with a glittery pink gel pen.
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			I should’ve stayed.

			I should’ve stayed.

			I should’ve tasted each and every one of those teas, ten times over. I should’ve made a tea tier list and put the most disgusting one at the top, just to see who’d be gutsy enough to argue with me. I should’ve met Mrs. Béliveau’s lizard stare with one of my own, a bigger lizard stare, a Tyrannosaurus rex stare, accompanied by a matching Tyrannosaurus rex smile, lipless and toothy.

			I should’ve told them all it was my graduation day. And, sure, maybe they would’ve rolled their eyes and said it was only a certificate, that it wasn’t really a graduation, not the sort that matters . . . but, on the other hand, maybe they wouldn’t have. Maybe, instead, they would’ve congratulated me, cheered, and poured a bottle of bubbly into one of the teapots.

			Maybe I would’ve seen Marilyn Monroe’s smile again. Maybe Ginger would’ve kissed me on each cheek like I’d run a race. Maybe I would’ve ended up sitting awkward and alone in the corner.

			Either way, I should’ve stayed.

			I should’ve stayed.

			I should’ve fucking stayed.
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			The first quarter hour was awkward.

			The second uncomfortable.

			The third exhausting.

			The conversation flowed around me, zippy and fast, interlaced with inside jokes and the names of people I didn’t know. Whenever I tried to join in, everyone defaulted to the same sequence of questions and answers, like NPCs stuck on an infinite loop.

			What are you studying? Business? Oh. That’s cool. Where? Here? Remote learning? I couldn’t do that. University life is so fun! I’m doing a bachelor’s, but I’m enjoying it so much, I might get my master’s once I’m done. What about you? Oh. A certificate? That’s smart. Way less expensive, I bet. And more practical! You’ll get a job in no time. I love your Willy Wonka costume, by the way.

			I did my best to stay on script, smiled when a camera roamed in my direction, and slurped down as much tea as my stomach could handle.

			I’d been at it for just over an hour when I gave up.

			I’d never been great when it came to other people. Talking to strangers felt a little like being an underqualified worker at a nuclear power plant⁠—following checklists, monitoring reactions, hoping nothing was about to explode.

			For some reason, the longer I was there, the more radioactive everything felt.

			“Are you going?” Ginger asked when I started inching toward the door.

			“Yeah. I . . . um . . . have to see my grandma. I promised I’d be back before sundown.”

			She knew I was lying. I could tell by the unhappy way she sucked at her cheek. But, mercifully, she didn’t try to change my mind. “Do you want your drinks?” she whispered, eyes darting toward her mum. “I put them in the fridge, so they’ll still be cold.”

			“No. Um. It’s OK.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’m sure,” I said, already retreating away from her. “I’ll swing by tomorrow and pick them up.”

			“OK. Um. See you tomorrow.”

			“Yeah. See you tomorrow.”

			It was a fine party, I told myself as I drove across town, sweating into my padded jacket, my car’s fan belt squealing the whole way. A totally normal party. Not at all weird. And, more importantly, I was not at all weird. It was fine. Really, truly, completely fine.

			Even in my head, the words sounded like a lie. Despite that, I kept repeating them as I drove out of Ginger’s suburb, past the hospital and the grocery store, and through the underpass beneath the highway.

			The sky was bruise purple when I got home, pulling into my usual spot.

			My grandma’s house didn’t look like a five-year-old’s drawing. It looked like a carbon copy of every other house on the street. Prefab walls, corrugated tin roof, and the cheapest letter box money could buy.

			It’s fine, I reminded myself as I yanked on the hand brake. Totally fine. No one thought you looked cheap, especially not Ginger. I’ll message her tomorrow and we’ll laugh-emoji about it. A great party. The best ever. I climbed out of the car.

			The air was thick enough to drink. Hot, muggy, and filled with fat, whirring beetles that zigzagged drunkenly, the buzz of their wings overlapping with the rumble of trucks on the highway and the raw-throated screams of nearby cockatoos.

			The neighbors were fighting again. The same fight they’d had last week.

			“. . . think they’d have done a better job than me? They couldn’t organize a piss-up in a brewery!”

			“It wasn’t a piss-up, it was Uncle Al’s funeral, and you forgot to buy a coffin!”

			I could see, in the fading light, that there was an envelope sticky-taped to the front door.

			I checked my phone. No messages, not that I’d expected there to be any. Grandma had a phone, but it lived uncharged in her bedroom drawer. “It’s too complicated,” she’d always say. “I’ll stick to the landline.” Except the landline had been disconnected two years ago.

			I guessed when all else failed, there were always random, ominous notes. If it was good enough for Slenderman, it was good enough for me.

			I shrugged off my jacket, locked the car, and walked the familiar route through the flowerpots up to the front door. The envelope had been stuck onto the door with a single bit of masking tape. The letter inside was written on the back of an old pizza receipt.

			Hey Lulu Lemon!

			Hope you had fun at your party. I’m going to be at Auntie Dawn’s for a couple of days. She’s going through a lot right now (I always knew Patrick was a pig, but to run off and leave her like that a week before her 70th? Don’t ever get married, Lulu. Men aren’t worth it).

			Dinner’s in the fridge. Love you!

			Grandma

			A lump of emotion I couldn’t name clumped heavy and jagged in my throat. I swallowed it down. It was fine. I was fine. I was twenty. I didn’t need my grandma around all the time, especially not when everything was totally normal, totally fine. Actually, it’d be good to have the house to myself for a bit. A weekend without her music playing, her glasses misty from leaning over the stove, her hair tangled around her favorite leopard-print claw clip . . .

			The lump rose up again.

			It’s fine, I reminded myself as I fumbled with my keys. It’s fine and I’m fine because the party was fine. Totally, completely, extraordinarily fine. A couple of days alone will also be fine.

			I unlocked the door and stepped inside.

			Everything about my grandma’s house was familiar. The squeaky floorboards, the stink of lavender, the stacks of stuff, tall enough to touch the ceiling in some places. Boxes, cabinets, piles of clothes. A cross-stitch hung on a patch of exposed wallpaper, facing the door. Our house is lived in, it’s not just for show. If you don’t like it, you know where to go! Below those words, stitched with loving care, was a fist with an extended middle finger.

			Grandma had a talent for needlework.

			“Cookie!” I called out as I hung my jacket up on the hatstand by the door. “Cookie, I’m home!”

			Cookie heaved out a half-hearted bark from his spot on the sofa. He was a mastiff, big and droopy with wholemeal-colored fur that went black around his muzzle. Grandma reckoned he deterred thieves. I didn’t think he did much of anything.

			I took my hat, bow tie, and boots off before weaving through the piles of stuff toward the sofa.

			Cookie thumped his tail against the cushion as I sat beside him.

			“Hey, buddy. I guess it’s just going to be you and me this weekend.”

			He lifted a paw, presenting his belly. I rubbed it with one hand and reached for the TV remote with the other, my thumb going to the HDMI-input button automatically.

			The menu of the last game I’d played appeared, the disc still in the tray.

			A wall of flames. An angry, ominous choir. A glowering man who could’ve been the poster child for buccal-fat-removal surgery.

			OG God of War.

			Perfect.

			I picked up the PS2 controller, loaded an old save, and started mashing buttons. On the screen, Kratos, the titular God of War (not that we’d gotten to that part yet), started smashing ceramics. A lot of ceramics. Really, a copious amount of ceramics.

			The PlayStation had been a Christmas gift from Auntie Dawn. I assumed she thought it was a new console, something high-tech that she’d somehow managed to get for cheap from eBay. I didn’t tell her that the PS2 was as old as I was. In all honesty, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like I could afford anything better, and there was something comforting about countable polygons.

			I kept mashing buttons. Kratos kept smashing ceramics. At my side, Cookie had given up on belly rubs and gone back to snoring, unbothered by the angry, epic music and exaggerated sound effects of the PS2.

			I turned it up louder and kept playing.

			Then I turned it up louder again.

			Then louder.

			It didn’t help.

			I could still hear the neighbors fighting. I could still hear my own heart beating too loud in my ears. My leg was bouncing like the needle in a sewing machine. There was sweat between my shoulder blades. My jaw was clenched too tight, and my molars hurt down to their roots.

			I couldn’t take it anymore. I hit pause, pulled my phone out of my pocket, and opened Instagram.

			Back in high school, Ginger used to pepper Instagram with photos from all her parties. St. Patrick’s Day at Ginger’s. A kaleidoscope of green. 1,141 likes. Frightful Fun at the Flower Festival by Ginger. Daisy chains and black lipstick. 1,792 likes. Ginger’s Pool Party. Watermelon slices, beach umbrellas, and heart-shaped sunglasses. 2,099 likes.

			Sure enough, there was already a new post sitting in my feed, uploaded fourteen minutes ago. Ginger’s High Tea High School Reunion. My heart was in my throat as I started swiping through the pictures.

			It looked even more magical online than it had in real life. Smiling, sparkling, sepia. It was enough to make the most hardcore Pinterester weep. I saw the girl who’d called her dress basic poking her tongue out at the camera, long dark hair hanging around a warm, freckled face. I saw other girls, grinning and laughing. Finally, in the last few photos of the series, I saw myself.

			It was bad.

			Really bad.

			My black hair looked frayed and tangled, my skin red and splotchy without any makeup, and my clothes bulky, badly made, and out of place. In the first photo I was standing awkwardly apart from the group. In the second, I was in the background talking to Ginger’s mum, caught mid-gesture, mouth half open, hands splayed out. The third photo was just of me.

			I was leaning back in one of the chairs, feet propped up, top hat pulled low, and teacup sitting empty in my lap.

			In the caption: I didn’t tell her to dress up like that !!!! Love the creativity @LucyMMcQuinn !!!!

			In the comments:

			OMG WTF

			[image: Crying, laughing emojis.]

			Who’s he?

			WHERE THE OOMPA LOOMPAS AT?!?!?!?!?!

			Hello Lucy . . . . . It’s your Auntie Dawn here . . . . . . I’m glad you’re having fun . . . . . Love that you don’t care what people think of you . . . . . . Be well . . . . .

			OMFG!!!! THIS IS TOO FUNNY!!!

			@LucyMMcQuinn Are you drunk?

			lololololololololololol

			I noticed several of the others who were tagged in the post were laugh-reacting to the comments. I wondered what they’d said about me after I left the party. I wondered why Ginger had invited me in the first place. Was it just to make fun of me?

			The God of War soundtrack filled the air, all thumping drums and blaring brass.

			It wasn’t that bad. I knew it wasn’t. I should’ve just untagged myself from the photos. Or, actually, I should’ve laughed along. That way everyone would’ve known it was a joke, and I was in on it. Sure, I looked tacky and cheap and geeky and queer . . . but that didn’t mean I was. It was just a funny costume. That was all. It was fine. Totally fine.

			Except it wasn’t. Not really.

			It was my graduation day, my grandma was probably hours away by now, and I’d blown off cheap Thai food with my best friend to be the butt of the joke in Ginger Béliveau’s latest aesthetic Instagram post.

			Another comment popped up.

			It was from Krissy.

			Wow.

			That lump of emotion I’d swallowed down earlier came back, sharper and more jagged than before. I wanted to block Ginger. I wanted to listen to loud, crashing music and have a really, really long shower. I wanted to call the woman with the freckles who’d called her fifty-dollar dress basic a rich bitch, even though that’d be really fucking hypocritical, because the materials of my cosplay had cost me several hundred dollars.

			Grandma had helped me with the sewing, and I’d spent hours supergluing all the details onto it. It was my first cosplay.

			And, yes, it wasn’t really that great. I only got second in the regional novice division, and it wasn’t exactly a big convention, but I’d liked it. I’d liked it so much that I’d wanted to wear it again.

			I’d thought it fit the theme.

			Cookie whined and dropped his massive head onto my lap.

			I took a long, shaky breath and scratched him behind his big, floppy ears. I was overreacting. I knew I was. It wasn’t even that bad. I couldn’t tell from the flat black text on the screen if Ginger was being sincere or shitty, and as for the rest? Normal comments. The sorts of comments every post probably got. I wasn’t used to it, because I only had fifty-one followers on Instagram.

			But knowing that didn’t stop the sting.

			I felt small. I felt humiliated. I felt . . . tacky.

			Just like my certificate and its off-center logo.

			Cookie huffed unhappily.

			“It’s OK,” I said, as much to myself as to him. “It’s OK. I’m OK.”

			Except I wasn’t. I needed to talk to someone. Someone who’d get it. Someone who wouldn’t judge me if I wanted to use mean words. Someone who would snort and roll her eyes at all the right times. Someone who wouldn’t sound like an NPC stuck on a loop.

			Krissy.

			I needed to talk to Krissy.

			I needed to explain to her.

			I needed . . . her.

			A friend.

			I closed Instagram and opened my recent-calls list. Krissy’s number was at the top.

			I’ve analyzed every particle of this memory, right down to the atomic level, to the subatomic. I’ve spent days, weeks, months, years trying to wring some meaning out of it, some understanding. More than anything else, I’ve tried to identify where exactly I went wrong. What I could’ve done differently. What it would’ve taken to make the dominoes fall in another direction. But the more I think about it, the more arbitrary and stupid it seems.

			I called Krissy . . .
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			. . . and Kyle answered.

			“Hey, Lucy.”

			“Oh . . . eh . . . hey, Kyle. Is Krissy there?”

			“I don’t think she wants to talk right now.”

			“Oh . . .”

			Kyle and Krissy were twins. They both had the same sharp face, coppery hair, and gray eyes. Whenever I went over to Krissy’s house, Kyle was there, playing the part of the annoyed older brother, or the annoying younger brother, whichever suited him on the day.

			Kyle had never answered Krissy’s phone before.

			“. . . well . . . can you tell her I’m . . . sorry, I guess?”

			“Have you two had a fight?”

			“No. I don’t think so. It’s just . . . It doesn’t matter. Just tell her I called.”

			“Yeah. Sure. Oh, by the way, I saw your cosplay on Insta. It looked awesome.”

			As it turned out, that was the exact thing I needed to hear.

			“Really? You reckon?”

			“Yeah. So much better than all those other girls. They look like Barbies. You look real.”

			I should’ve told him not to be such a sexist fucking pig. But I didn’t. I knew it was wrong, but in the moment, I wanted to shut my eyes and let myself believe it. No nuance. No niceness. No but-what-ifs. Just me (the real girl) versus them (the fakes). It was an ugly, petty kind of vindication, made all the uglier and pettier by me knowing how ugly and petty it was. But, for a few short seconds, it made me feel a little less small.

			“I was the Hatter. I don’t think any of them got it.”

			“Oh. Like Alice in Wonderland? That’s clever.”

			“Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, yeah. I reused an old cosplay. My grandma and I made it. Mostly from scratch, but she had some old Pride and Prejudice-y costumes lying around that we ripped apart. That’s where the top hat came from.”

			“That’s really cool. You and your grandma both like old books, then?”

			“I guess. Is that weird? That’s weird, isn’t it?”

			“Nah. It’s cool. What are your favorites?”

			I didn’t stop talking for a while after that.

			Cookie lay his giant, wrinkly head on my thigh and thumped his tail hopefully against the sofa. I picked up the remote, turned off the screen, and scratched Cookie behind the ears, but my attention was focused on the voice humming along on the other end of the line.

			I didn’t really know Kyle. He’d always been the year above us in school. Whether that was because he got bumped up or Krissy got bumped back, I never knew. Krissy had told me he’d been working at their dad’s gravel quarry, driving trucks and saving money so he could go to university with something in his bank account. Kyle’s story was a little different. He said he was managing the family business and designing an app in his spare time.

			I asked him what he wanted to study.

			He said nothing really, but if he had to choose, then software engineering.

			He asked me what I wanted to do.

			And, on impulse, I told him the truth, which was that I’d just finished a course in business administration.

			Kyle Lawson was the first person to tell me congratulations. He didn’t sound fake when he said it. He sounded genuine. He sounded impressed. “I couldn’t have done that. Those remote-learning courses are harder than they look.”

			“Yeah,” I said, then louder, and with more conviction, “Yeah.”

			It felt different talking to him.

			He felt different.

			Not a safe person. Not entirely. But a safer person. A person who wasn’t stopping mid-sentence to smile for photos.

			“. . . and Grandma left to take care of Auntie Dawn. She’s divorcing her husband⁠—Auntie Dawn is, not my grandma⁠—and it’s fine, but, like, would’ve been nice to have someone at home, you know? Maybe I’m just being an arsehole. Am I being an arsehole?”

			He made a vaguely negative sound.

			I kept talking.

			When Cookie dropped off the sofa and started staring meaningfully at his empty food bowl, I said goodbye, asked Kyle again to tell Krissy I’d called, and hung up.

			I felt better.

			Not all the way better.

			But better.

			Still, some of that lingering unhappiness seeped back into my brain as I filled up Cookie’s bowl. I decided to skip dinner and go straight to the shower. I liked the shower. A single uncluttered square of space with an extractor fan that made a lot of noise but never seemed to do anything. I stayed in until my fingers pruned and the water went cold. Then I stayed in a little longer.

			There was something so comforting about getting clean.

			The routine of it.

			The privacy.

			Ablutomania (noun): An obsessional preoccupation with cleanliness, washing, or bathing.

			I’d learned the word from Call of Cthulhu, a tabletop game about slowly going mad and dying, not always in that order. Krissy owned a copy. I’d been reluctant to play at first. I didn’t really vibe with Lovecraft’s books. But Krissy kept asking me to play, and eventually I caved. It didn’t take us long to figure out I was actually way more into it than she was.

			I’d shoehorned “ablutomania” into my final essay (kinda like I’m shoehorning it in now). I’d hoped it’d bump my final score up enough to wriggle into a bachelor’s degree. No luck.

			I was out of the shower and in my pajamas, toweling off my hair, when Cookie started barking. I’d never heard Cookie bark like that before. Big, heavy, angry barks that shook the whole house. I felt the weight of that barking in my bones, in the very back of my teeth. A primal, ugly warning, as instinctively unnerving as a bomb siren.

			“Cookie! What the h⁠—”

			A knock at the door.

			I straightened, wet hair flopping into my face.

			I didn’t call out.

			I didn’t want to.

			I didn’t know why.

			It had to be Grandma. No one else ever came here. She had probably lost her house key in the bottom of her jumbo-size tote bag again. Maybe she’d had an argument with Auntie Dawn. They were always arguing about something. That was what sisters did, apparently.

			Another knock.

			Cookie kept barking, his voice fevered and ferocious.

			Slowly, I strung the towel back over the rack and made my way out of the bathroom toward the front door, weaving around cabinets, boxes, and piles of old clothes. Cookie was already at the door, howling now as he scraped at the wood.

			“It’s OK,” I told him. “Cookie, it’s OK. Sit. It’s just Grandma.”

			But when I opened the door, it wasn’t Grandma.

			It was Kyle.

			He smiled at me through the security door, his coppery hair shorter than I remembered, his arms pink with sunburn.

			He was holding a bottle of vodka.

			“Hi. Sorry, this is kinda random. You just seemed really sad, so I thought I’d bring you something to cheer you up.”

			“Oh . . . um . . . I’m fine, actually.”

			He kept standing there, smiling, holding out the vodka like he expected me to reach through the security screen and take it.

			Cookie pushed up behind me, his deep, slobbery baying loud enough to stab like knives into my ears.

			“How do you know where I live?” I asked, almost shouting.

			“Krissy has your address in her phone contacts.”

			I was suddenly painfully aware that I was wearing pajamas⁠—my Hello Kitty pajamas⁠—at a decidedly uncool time of the evening to be getting ready for bed. “She does?”

			He slowly retracted the vodka bottle. “Do you want me to go?”

			I could’ve said yes.

			I could’ve closed the door.

			I wanted to.

			But it felt mean to turn him away after he’d driven across town. Also, the vodka bottle was unopened. He’d probably bought it just for me. No one had ever bought me a drink before. “No. You can stay. I . . . um. Let me just put the dog in the other room. Then you can come in.” I closed the door, grabbed Cookie by the collar, and dragged him into Grandma’s bedroom. He didn’t go willingly, barking and wrenching my arm the whole way.

			“Fuck,” I hissed as I shoved him into the room and slammed the door. “Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.” I looked around the hallway. Cluttered, claustrophobic, and lined with boxes full of stuff, half of which Cookie had knocked over in the tussle. “Fuck.”

			Uncertainty corkscrewed in my gut.

			Not even Krissy had seen the inside of my house. She’d picked me up plenty of times. She was the first to get her driver’s license, and compared to mine, her car felt like a spaceship. She didn’t know my grandma kept so much stuff inside. No one did. Would Kyle tell her? Would they call her a hoarder?

			I should’ve told him I wasn’t in the mood to hang out.

			Or, better yet, I should’ve just not gone back to the door.

			The security screen was closed. He couldn’t get in.

			Except that would be weird; I’d already told him he could come in, and he’d been nice to me before. Krissy would be upset if I was shitty to her brother . . . and I didn’t need another reason for Krissy to be upset with me.

			“Fuck,” I said one more time, and went back to the door.

			Kyle was still there, still smiling. “That’s a big dog.”

			“He’s nice.”

			He didn’t sound nice. Even muffled through the walls, Cookie’s barking was apocalyptic.

			“Can I?” Kyle stepped forward.

			I opened the security door and stepped aside to let him in. Then, as quickly as I could, I closed the door, grabbed his wrist, and led him through the house into Grandma’s study.

			It was clearer than the rest of the house, but not by much. Between the sewing machine, a stack of old birdcages, and a bookcase, there was a gap of open carpet wide enough to look like a room. “We moved recently,” I lied, and sat cross-legged on the ground. “Everything’s a mess.”

			“It’s cool.” He sat next to me and unscrewed the lid off the vodka bottle. It cracked slightly, a seal breaking.

			I thought of the fizzy vodka Cruisers I’d left at Ginger’s place. Strawberry flavored. There was strategy in that. The sugar masked the burn. I’d never had vodka unmixed before, but I’d seen enough videos of gagging teenagers to know I didn’t want to.

			“You’re really quiet,” Kyle said. “You were talking heaps on the phone.” He took a swig from the bottle and held it out to me.

			“Oh. Um. Yeah.” I took the bottle and, after a moment of hesitation, touched it to my lips. I wasn’t brave enough to swallow.

			Cookie hadn’t stopped barking, a repetitive, angry tempo, echoing through the walls.

			My heart thumped along in time.

			I handed the bottle back, and he took another sip. “It’s OK to be shy, you know.”

			“I’m not,” I said, a little too quickly. “Shy, I mean.”

			“That’s good.”

			“I’m just . . . I’m not used to this.”

			“That’s good too.” He handed me back the vodka.

			I pretended to drink again and felt like a coward.

			He watched with a strange, unsettling sort of intensity.

			I was sitting with my back against the birdcages, the metal of the bars pressing into the bones of my shoulders. Kyle sat with the bookcase behind him, large, old, and covered in layers of tacky-looking varnish. The shelves were packed with books, a collection of globes, and, at the very top, a set of four porcelain dolls. A cowgirl, a ballerina, a schoolteacher, and a bride.

			They were slumped against each other, feet hanging over the edge of the shelf, glass eyes staring.

			“I think you’re cute,” Kyle said, smiling the same default smile he’d worn when he was standing on Grandma’s welcome mat.

			I stared at him. “What?”

			He laughed. “Do you think I’m cute?”

			“I . . .”

			“Do. You. Think. I’m. Cute?”

			Was Kyle cute? I didn’t know. A more important question: Was that what this was? Was a guy interested in me? That had never happened before. The thought made my stomach clump into a knot and rise up my throat.

			“You’re blushing,” he said.

			I was. I couldn’t help it. My cheeks felt like they were on fire. “I’m sorry.”

			“Nah. Don’t be sorry. Just answer the question.”

			I tried to think.

			Was Kyle cute? He looked fine, I guess. He had two eyes, a nose, and a mouth, all in relatively normal positions. There was a bit of muscle on his arms, which was good, at least according to the intel I’d gathered from romance novels. He’d also been nice enough to listen to me ramble on the phone. That should’ve earned him a few points.

			For no reason at all, I thought of Ginger and her dimples.

			Kyle didn’t have dimples. He just had teeth. A whole lot of them, like a shark.

			“Do you think I’m cute?” he asked again, and for some reason, this time, it sounded like a warning.

			“Yeah,” I answered quickly. “You’re cute.”

			For the first time in my life, it occurred to me that I hated the word “cute.” Little kids were cute. Fainting goats were cute. Kittens in a box, ducks with blue feet, a crab in a plastic hamster ball. Things that were small, weird, and a little pathetic. Things that you might randomly get the impulse to crush if you held them in your hands.

			I didn’t want to be cute.

			Kyle handed me the bottle. I forgot that I was not drinking and swallowed a mouthful like it was water. Just like in the videos, I coughed, and just like I’d imagined, it was embarrassing and awkward and went on way longer than it should’ve.

			Kyle didn’t say anything. He just watched me and waited.

			There was something disquieting about that.

			Something that pulled the heat out of my cheeks and made my stomach rise even higher in my chest.

			Perhaps I shouldn’t have let him in here. Perhaps I shouldn’t have talked to him over the phone. Perhaps this, all of it, was one very big, awkward fuckup. I tried to think of how to say that in a way that wouldn’t hurt his feelings, but it was hard to think, racked with coughs.

			The neighbors were still fighting.

			Cookie was still barking.

			I wanted to shout at everyone to shut up.

			I wanted to make excuses and show Kyle to the door.

			I wanted to roll back the clock to that morning and wear a dress to Ginger’s party.

			I wanted my grandma to come home.

			“Are you OK?” he finally asked.

			“Yeah,” I said, waving a hand weakly. “Just, um, went down the wrong pipe.” That sounded like something an old person would say. “I mean . . . I breathed it . . . I . . . never mind.”

			“That’s OK.” Kyle took the bottle out of my hand but didn’t take another drink. Instead, he set it aside. I didn’t like that. It made everything inside me go still and cold.

			“Hey. Kyle. I’m sorry. You’ve been really nice and everything, coming over, and talking to me on the phone. But the thing is, I’m really tired and⁠—”

			He kissed me.

			There was nothing nice about it. I was sitting cross-legged on my grandma’s threadbare carpet, listening to Cookie bark, and the neighbors yell, still barely swallowing the urge to cough. Kyle tasted like vodka, sweat, and barbecue sauce. His palms, when he gripped my shoulders, were wet. His stubble was like sandpaper.

			I pushed him back.

			He blinked. “What?”

			“I . . . I’m really sorry I⁠—”

			“No. Wait. For real. Are you being serious? What the hell?”

			“I’m just . . . I don’t think this is . . . You should go.”

			“I’m just being nice.”

			“I know. Thank you. I mean, seriously. You bought me vodka. No one has ever done that bef⁠—”

			“Why are you shouting?”

			I wasn’t shouting. “I . . . Kyle. I . . .”

			He tried to kiss me again. I pushed him back, harder.

			“What the hell?!”

			“I’m sorry,” I said again. “Really. I think this has just been a misunderstanding. I really appreciate you coming here but I’m tired and⁠—” I tried to stand.

			He grabbed my wrist.

			Panic jolted through me, a fevered zigzag of electricity, zapping back all the uncertainty, all the carefulness. I kicked out with a ragged scream, my foot connecting hard with his groin.

			He grunted in pain but didn’t let go. His fingers dug in harder, sinking into my skin, squeezing my bones. I tried to yank free, but he dragged me to the ground.

			The vodka bottle fell over.

			Cookie’s barking reached a fevered pitch, high and manic, like a scream. Except it wasn’t Cookie screaming. It was me.

			A hand clamped down over my mouth.

			“Shut up shut up shut up shut up,” Kyle snarled.

			I didn’t shut up.

			I didn’t stop moving either. I kicked and clawed, gouging red marks on his forearms, skin clumping beneath my nails.

			The hand over my mouth moved to my neck.
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			They lied to you.

			When you die, you don’t see a light.

			Actually, it’s the opposite. It’s a darkness that creeps in, bit by bit, like pixels on a broken laptop screen, blazing into technicolor for a brief, vivid moment before sputtering out, one by one.

			The green carpet went first. Then the bottle of spilled vodka, the stacks of old birdcages, the lacy curtains, the sewing machine . . .

			Cookie’s barking faded along with Kyle’s shouting and the frantic thump of my heart.

			Pain sticks around for the longest. My lungs burning like I’d inhaled acid, my mouth gaping in a silent scream, my throat collapsing inward, crushed and broken.

			The last thing I saw wasn’t Kyle but what was behind him. Four dolls, sitting on a bookshelf, eyes staring, feet hanging.

			A cowgirl, a ballerina, a schoolteacher, and a bride.

			When you die, there’s a brief moment where you become unstuck from your body. A splintering. If you’re quick enough⁠—and desperate enough⁠—you can re-stick yourself to an object in the immediate vicinity.

			In hindsight, I should’ve picked the cowgirl. Blue jeans are easier to move around in than layers of unhemmed lace, and I reckon I could’ve come up with a use or two for that lasso. However, on the spur of the moment, I chose the bride.

			I guess I’m just dramatic like that.

	
				
					[image: Part Two. There’s nothing sadder than being stuck on a shelf.]
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			The five stages of grief are bullshit.

			Denial. Anger. Bargaining. Depression. Acceptance.

			Bullshit. Bullshit. Bullshit. Bullshit. Bullshit.

			Grief isn’t anything except what it is, and what it is is a storm. I don’t know how long I stayed caught in the violence of it. I don’t know how I can describe it other than to say it sucked me up, smashed me apart, and left me ruined.

			Only after grief destroys you, only after you’ve released exactly how unsalvageable you are, how unending this storm will be, can you start to feel other things.

			Those things don’t come in order, like in the textbook. It’s a bombardment of emotions, all of them muddied, messy, and overlapped. Panic and rage. Darkness and desperation. Numbness and pain. And, worst of all, confusion.

			Why did Kyle do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?

			Those questions sliced into me, threaded through me, anchored me into my new body. White porcelain limbs, plastic yellow ringlets, and layers upon layers of lace. I felt myself sink into every stitch of that doll, merging with it in a way I knew immediately wouldn’t easily be undone. But that didn’t matter to me. Not then. All that mattered were those three questions, echoing over and over again in my hollow porcelain head.

			Why did Kyle do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?

			I didn’t know. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t do anything except try to stay afloat, clinging to my new body, to the living world, to everything that made me me, everything Kyle tried to take when he crushed my trachea.

			It took time. I can’t say how much, but slowly, in small, stolen moments, I became aware of the world again.

			The smell of dust and rotting fabric.

			The sound of crying, unnaturally deep and muffled through the walls.

			The feel of my lace shifting in the air-conditioning.

			Sight came last⁠—hazy, and fish-eyed.

			I tried to blink.

			I couldn’t.

			I tried to move.

			I couldn’t do that either.

			I choked through the choppy surge of fear and focused on the strange feel and shape of my new body. My torso was a rectangular fabric sleeve, stuffed stiff, with a porcelain limb stitched onto each of the four corners. Those limbs were cherub chubby, chalk white, and bent slightly at the joint. My head was the strangest thing. It was heavy and too big for my soft fabric body, my chin resting on my chest.

			And then there was the veil, a mat of webbed white lace, pressed up against my eyes.

			Like a shroud.

			The thought sent me spinning back into the darkness, the storm too big to weather, the emotions too fast to untangle, the reality too fucked up to face.

			I was dead.

			I’d been murdered.

			And now I was in the body of a doll.

			A. Fucking. Doll.

			It was all so unfair.

			The stupid way I’d been killed, the arsehole who’d done it, my dumb-as-shit decision to cling on to something, anything, rather than let myself slip away. I could’ve been destined for a very respectable afterlife. Heaven? Probably not. I didn’t think I’d done enough to deserve that. But this? Limbo would’ve been better than this. Or reincarnation. The great soul-recycling factory in the sky. I think I would’ve done well as a single-celled organism, brainless, floating around in warm water all day. People pay top dollar for that sort of thing.

			Honestly, even the nothingness I’d always assumed was waiting for me after death would’ve been better than this.

			I wanted to tear the lace from my face, scrape the rosy paint off my cheeks, and yank out my synthetic blonde curls. I wanted to smash my porcelain head against the bookshelf and scream until all my stuffing burst out.

			But I couldn’t.

			My head throbbed, my eyes burned, my chest ached, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t cry. I wanted to call out to my grandma, but my mouth was painted on, forever locked into a small, shy smile. The awfulness of that consumed me, and the darkness deepened.

			But still those questions tugged at me, and, like the strings of a puppet, they pulled me back.

			Why did Kyle do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?

			This time, when I saw the lace, I didn’t spiral. I held on to the vision of it, picking apart every detail. Floral, frayed, and thin enough that I could just make out the room beyond. The haphazard stack of old birdcages, Grandma’s sewing machine, an abandoned project lying on the bedplate, and the threadbare green carpet.

			I half expected to see myself on that carpet.

			My body, lying where I left it.

			But it was empty.

			It was also day, sunlight streaming in to puddle on the floor, so bright it hurt to look at.

			Time had passed. Perhaps a lot of time. Perhaps too much time.

			Through the flowery white of my veil, I peered toward the clock hanging on the far wall. It was a cheap plastic thing, which made no sense because there were a ton of much nicer clocks in the kitchen cupboard, some of which even worked. Weirdly, the mundanity of that thought centered me. I held on to it as the clockface limped into focus.

			Five past midday. I watched it for a minute, then two. It stayed at five past midday.

			Cheap clocks. Ugly and unreliable.

			I tried to turn my head, to see more of the room, but I couldn’t. I could feel my stitches, my stuffing, and how it intersected with my porcelain, but I couldn’t manipulate anything. I was trapped, frozen, pinned down . . .

			I beat back the choking froth of terror and kept looking. Everything kept swimming in and out of focus, the familiar four walls turned sinister and alien by the distortion of my glass eyes and the haze of lace.

			I spotted a fly, fat and brown with black hair and red eyes. It hung in the air, wings frozen mid-beat.

			My attention snapped back to the clock.

			Five past midday.

			It hadn’t stopped. Time had froz⁠—

			The second that thought entered my head, the clock’s hands started spinning, whirling around the face so fast they blurred. The fly vanished with a deep, angry buzz.

			I tried to suck in a breath, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t breathe. I can’t breathe. It hurts. Terror shot through me. I tried to take another breath, this time to scream. The veil sucked up against my face, sharp, fast. I fell back into the darkness, choking on my impossible scream, on my panic.

			For a while, the storm had me. Fear, rage, loss. Slowly, the pieces of me re-formed, fractured and fragile, but whole enough to peer back into the world of the living, back through lace-fogged eyes, back at that clock.

			It was working, but not right. Its hands jerked forward, sometimes only a second, sometimes in leaps large enough to cut out hours. The room went dark, then light, then dark again. I realized it was the sun, rising and setting. I watched, fighting down my horror as I tried to understand what I was seeing, why time would be moving so fast, and why it’d been holding still before.

			Almost as if mocking me, the clock froze again, and I heard a sound, distorted and unnaturally deep. A moan of despair, echoing through the house, echoing from my grandma’s bedroom.

			I spun out.

			Fear.

			Confusion.

			Pain.

			It was hard, in the violence of that, to rationalize. It was hard to even comprehend what I had seen. But somehow, I did.

			Ghost Lore Fact #1: Time is fucked up when you’re dead.

			Sometimes it was on pause and sometimes it was on fast-forward, but as far as I could tell, rewind wasn’t an option. Which meant I was wasting time. If I wanted to do something, I couldn’t hang around, processing my feelings. I didn’t know how much time I’d already lost. Probably a lot. I needed to get back. I needed to take control of this situation. I needed to see my house, to see my grandma, and to see Kyle Lawson being fed slowly into a combine harvester.

			Yes. I needed that most of all.

			No matter what else happened, Kyle Lawson needed to pay.

			That thought unfurled inside me, cold and powerful.

			I clawed my way back out of the darkness, out of the storm, out of the violence of grief to stare at that clock.

			It waved, arms swinging around in a janky sort of rumba, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, and sometimes catching on a moment, giving me a static picture of the room before whirling relentlessly onward. I saw Grandma come and leave, a blur of familiar colors. I smelled burned food. Grandma never burned food. I heard Cookie barking, deep, panicked, echoing barks.

			He was still barking.

			I tried to zero in on these moments, but they slipped away, lost in the riptide of time.

			Worse were the pauses. The single seconds that felt like hours, days. The clock caught between ticks. The smoke detector’s low-battery beep stretched out into a scream like train brakes, metal on metal.

			It was too much. How was I meant to talk to my grandma? How was I meant to stop Kyle? How was I meant to fix this? I wanted help. I wanted a goddamn tutorial. Press X to jump. Hold L2 to crouch. But more than anything else, I wanted to dial the difficulty level down, to veto this mechanic, for everything to just go back to normal.

			But it didn’t.

			I’m not sure how long I stayed there, a witness, no better than a glitchy old security camera, half blind and more than half broken. It could’ve been weeks. Months. It might’ve turned into years if it wasn’t for the moth.

			It was night and time was holding relatively stable when the moth crawled under my veil, fuzzy gray legs tangling in the lace, faceted black eyes staring. I watched it, unable to do anything else, as it maneuvered over my skirt, into my lap, and up onto my face. Its brown-gray abdomen blotted out my sight, small sharp feet scraping at my nose, at my mouth, at my eye.

			It probed at the stitching in my shoulder, at the fabric beneath.

			I’d seen moth-eaten fabric before. I’d pulled shirts out from my grandma’s piles and wiggled my fingers through the holes to show her. Google said they didn’t eat cotton, but experience told me they weren’t that fussy. If it wasn’t synthetic, it was on the menu.

			That included me.

			I heard the sickening wet rustle as it plucked at my stuffing, feet scrabbling to push itself in deeper, and deeper, wings battering at my face.

			That was when I got angry.

			I’d been through so much bullshit.

			I’d worked my arse off to be an adequately competent business administrator.

			I’d survived Ginger’s weird Stepford-wives tea party.

			I’d tried to phone a friend.

			And then I’d been murdered.

			Murdered by someone I thought was safe.

			Murdered by a guy named Kyle.

			And there wasn’t a chalk outline, or police tape, or any of the other things there should’ve been in this room, which meant the cops probably never identified the crime scene, which meant they probably never identified Kyle either. He probably got away with it, dumped my body who-even-knew-where, and left my grandma to cry herself to sleep, wondering what happened to me.

			And now a moth was eating me.

			A moth.

			I didn’t want to scream anymore. I wanted to snarl and spit. I wanted to claw and curse and kill. I wanted to rip the moth to pieces and pound those pieces into the ground.

			That desire pulsed inside me, cold and quick, rushing out like water through a broken dam.

			I jerked, my porcelain head twisting to the side, smashing into the moth, crushing it between my face and shoulder. Its abdomen popped; its legs clawed at my cheek, frantically at first, then slower, weaker. I released it and watched it ooze into my lap, body broken, wings twitching as it died.

			My anger was electric, coursing through me, from the depths of my stuffing to the ends of my ringlets to the tips of my porcelain toes. Cold, sharp, pure. No, not just pure. Purifying.

			Slowly, shakily, I twisted my head around and wiped the moth goo off my cheek onto my puffy white sleeve.

			I was moving.

			I was moving.

			For the first time since all this happened, I was moving.

			Hope tangled with my rage, feeding it, feeding me. It felt like a promise. It felt like power.

			Ghost Lore Fact #2: Ghosts can’t make sound, but they can manipulate the real world.

			Contrary to what I’d assumed, I wasn’t one of those sad, intangible sorts of spirits. I was a motherfucking poltergeist.

			Ghost Lore Fact #3: The secret ingredient is anger.

			Which . . . duh.

			I’d been murdered. Whoever heard of a peaceful murdered spirit? Of course anger was the thing that energized my ectoplasm. I figured that classified me as a vengeful spirit. Which, if the corny old movies were right, meant I had a choice: Either I forgive Kyle and try to move on⁠—no fucking way⁠—or I lean in hard on the whole wronged-dead-girl-possessing-a-porcelain-doll thing and embrace my rage.

			I’d heard all the metaphors.

			Anger is a poison, they said. A knife with no handle. But that was bullshit. I knew then that anger wasn’t a knife; it was a filter. Just like those old, scratched-up carnival mirrors, anger changed the way you saw the world. Twisted it, warped it, crushed it up, and stretched it out. But that didn’t mean anger was wrong.

			There are, I reasoned, a lot of filters in the world. A lot of things warping and shifting our perspectives. Fear is a filter. It comes closely stuck to our weird cultural obsession with order. The desire not to make a fuss. The importance of sitting down and shutting up so you don’t upset the status quo.

			Anger can negate.

			Anger can wipe clean.

			Anger can help you see clearly.

			It was with anger that I remembered Kyle, standing behind the security door, smiling as he held out the vodka. It was with anger that I really, truly saw him for the first time.

			His regular, easygoing smile was grotesque, his simple, default wardrobe hideous, his flushed cheeks and beating heart obscene. Every square centimeter of him was revolting. Every tiny piece of skin, still warm with life: wrong. I couldn’t understand how I hadn’t seen it when I was alive. How I’d sat beside him, looked him in the eye, and thought he was a person.

			He wasn’t a person; he was a cancer, the kind that kills. The kind that needed to be cut out.

			I let myself imagine it, daydreaming giddily about all the things I could do to him. I could strangle him with my freaky little doll hands, I could burn his house down with him locked inside, I could stab out his eyes with a kitchen knife. What would I say to him as I did it? What would be a good ghostly catchphrase? It’s me? What goes around comes around? Die, bitch, die?

			I needed to workshop that.

			The anger inside me was already unfurling, sinking back down into the darkness. But that didn’t matter. I knew what I had to do now. I just needed some practice. After all, if I was going to pull off this whole home-brand Chucky shtick, a quick jerk here or a little twitch there wasn’t going to cut it.

			But I could do it. I knew now that I could.

			Perhaps the five stages of grief weren’t quite as bullshit as I’d first assumed. I didn’t have any time for denial, or patience for acceptance, and bargaining and depression weren’t really my vibe. But anger . . . anger felt right.
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			It wasn’t much of a training montage. There was no “Eye of the Tiger” playing, that was for damn sure. But slowly, bit by bit, I figured out how to get the foaming mass of rage inside me to rise up, and then how to hold it.

			It was all very . . . dark side of the Force.

			Unleash your anger, let the hate flow through you, strike him down, et cetera, et cetera.

			Except, in Star Wars, the bad guys could strangle people with their minds and shoot lightning from their fingers. All I could do was jerk, twist, and shudder my way forward, one centimeter at a time.

			But I was doing it. I was moving.

			Slowly, in fits and starts, I maneuvered myself forward, flopping to the side and then onto my back. I must’ve been a load-bearing doll, because the cowgirl, the ballerina, and the schoolteacher all collapsed in a heap.

			Sorry, ladies. I’ve got places to be, arseholes to kill, you know how it is.

			The absurdity of that thought made me want to laugh, a high, manic, angry sort of laugh that would’ve probably suited my creepy little doll body to a T.

			But I couldn’t laugh. I couldn’t do anything but continue to drag myself toward the edge of the shelf. It looked like the edge of a cliff. The wood mottled brown, the varnish cracked, the edge a razor-sharp line.

			A part of me thought I should probably be a little more apprehensive of that drop. I was on the top shelf and my head was made of porcelain, a material not famous for its durability. But another part of me, the bigger part, was too emotionally exhausted to give a shit. I needed to get off this bookcase, and there was no way I was navigating a climb when I could still barely move. A little gravity assist wouldn’t hurt.

			Sure, it might smash me to pieces, but it wouldn’t kill me.

			The impulse to manically laugh bubbled back up. Probably a trauma response. Definitely a trauma response. But so what? I was a murder victim. If anyone was allowed to be a little fucked up, it was me.

			The clock was still doing the whole sometimes-fast-sometimes-slow-sometimes-totally-normal routine. I ignored it. It didn’t matter if my perception of falling off the shelf happened in slow-mo action replay or Looney Tunes levels of fast-forward. Either way, I was going down.

			It took me a long time, but eventually I managed to flop the front half of my body over the edge. My veil swung forward, lifting off my face, and for the first time I got a clear look at the threadbare green carpet below me.

			The spot where I was murdered.

			The memory wasn’t gentle. It surged up like a wave of black, polluted water, smashing into me, submerging me, pulling me down. My throat crushed, my fingers clawing, my lungs burning.

			Why did Kyle do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?

			I was going to rip Kyle to fucking pieces, that was what was going to happen. I was going to ride in on Cookie like I was the goddamned Witch-king of Angmar atop a fell beast. He was never going to university. He was never getting that stupid start-up off the ground. He was never going to do what he’d done to me to anyone else. He was dead.

			With a sharp, ferocious kick, I pushed myself off the shelf. For a short, terrifying second, I felt my stuffing shift inside me as I fell. My skirts billowed back, my limbs flopped and knocked together, my blonde ringlets slapped my wide, staring eyes. A wild, frantic part of me tried to scream. Another wondered, almost coldly, if it would hurt when I broke.

			It didn’t.

			I didn’t.

			I stopped with a jerk, my limbs snapped forward, my hair dropped out of my eyes.

			I wasn’t on the ground. I was hanging roughly thirty centimeters above it.

			My stitches screamed in protest as I twisted my head, just enough to see the ratty old hem of my dress snagged on the protruding edge of an ancient encyclopedia.

			Fuck. Fuck. No. It was OK. It was good, actually. If I fell from this height, I wouldn’t get hurt. Maybe. I could do this. Just . . .

			I kicked my legs, trying to shake loose, but only succeeded in rocking myself gently back and forth. I grabbed on to my skirt, pulling it sharply, but my porcelain hands were useless⁠—palms open, fingers melded together.

			I could’ve been a cowgirl.

			Heck, even the ballerina’s tutu or the schoolteacher’s hand with an apple glued into it would’ve been better than this.

			I hung for a moment, my anger exhausted. The room spun slowly around me, the angle sickeningly strange after so long up high. The birdcages, the sewing machine, the old stripy wallpaper.

			There was a puddle-shaped stain on the carpet that hadn’t been there before⁠—big and faint, but enough to be noticeable. I wondered if it was vodka. I wondered if it was piss. People wet themselves when they died, right? I hoped so. I hoped I’d pissed on Kyle.

			A rumble, like thunder, but closer, uglier.

			Slowly, my stitches pulling sharp at the fabric of my neck, I looked up. Cookie was standing in the doorway. He was so still that for a moment I thought time had frozen again. But no. I was still swinging, the clock was still ticking⁠—slower than normal, but not by much⁠—and Cookie was staring at me, hackles up, tail as stiff as a stick behind him.

			Hey, I thought, trying to telepathically project the world into his head. Hey, boy. It’s me.

			He growled again, the sound slowed and deepened, full of menace.

			I racked my mind for something I could do to scare him off. All I could think of was that old poster hanging up at the swimming center. What to Do in Case of Shark Encounter. Someone had crossed out “Encounter” and written “Attack” in spiky red letters.

			Step One: Don’t panic.

			Step Two: Don’t swim away.

			Step Three: Beg God for mercy. This one had been added by the graffitist with the red marker.

			The real step three wasn’t much better.

			Step Three: Spread your arms and legs, make yourself look as big as possible.

			Step Four: If it moves toward you, strike it in the nose, eyes, or gills.

			There was no step five, but the red marker had drawn a skull and crossbones at the bottom of the poster.

			I couldn’t swim away even if I tried, and I didn’t think I could punch Cookie in the nose either. I summoned up as much anger as I could and spread my limbs, slowly, into the shape of a starfish.

			It’s me, boy. Please don’t hurt me. Please don⁠—

			Time blurred.

			Cookie was suddenly in my face, cavernous maw open, teeth as long as my hand. Terror roared inside me, wild and desperate. I kicked and clawed at my skirt, trying to break free, but it was too late. Cookie’s jaws closed around my middle, hot breath rushing over me like the wind. He pulled me off the bookcase with a jerk that tossed my head back so sharply I felt a thread snap.

			I knew what Cookie did to toys. He ripped them up, spitting out stuffing and cracking any hard bits between his teeth. Then, when he was done, he picked up the pieces, wriggled out the too-small doggy door in the kitchen, and buried them in the backyard.

			I imagined the shallow grave, dirt and clay and darkness, pinning me down, crushing me.

			I felt like I was choking.

			I felt like I was dying.

			I felt Kyle’s hands around my neck.

			Another blur.

			When the world snapped back into focus, I wasn’t underground. I wasn’t in pieces either. I was on the sofa, slumped over on my side, my face pressed against the coarse brown fur on Cookie’s flank. He was curled around me protectively, snoring deep and slow.

			I reached out and laid my arm, twitching and weak with relief, gently against Cookie’s massive side.

			Thanks, boy.

			He kept snoring.

			Cookie had never been a super smart dog. His one trick was “sit,” and even that was a little flaky. He was also unaware of the fact that he was a big, scary sort of dog. He seemed to think he was of the small, fluffy variety, and couldn’t clock how terrifying he was to the chihuahuas at the dog park. But whenever I’d had a bad day at school, he’d always somehow known. He’d sat with me, thumped his tail against the floor, or just rested his too-heavy head on my lap.

			Perhaps that instinct helped him recognize me. If so, he knew it was me and he was keeping me safe. Or maybe he was just saving his new toy for later. If that was the case, I didn’t have much time. Even so, it was hard, against the warmth of his body, to hold on to my anger.

			It took me a few minutes to find the strength needed to turn my head and look around.

			The living room. Stacks of books, DVDs, and PS2 games, and old brown curtains, too small for the window, kept closed with a line of rainbow safety pins. There was a pile of paper on the coffee table. I saw my face printed on the top page, flushed and smiling. The words below that photo seemed to smear together.

			Missing . . . last seen . . . if you have any information . . .

			My family didn’t know I was dead. I’d known that was probably the case. Kyle had days to hide my body. Days before Grandma came home. But having it confirmed sucked me deeper into the storm, the violence of my despair raging around me.

			My head throbbed, my eyes burned, my stuffing felt clumped in my throat. I wanted to cry in relief, but no tears came.

			It was an alien sort of agony. The need for a release that I could never have again. The remembered reactions of a body I no longer had. A body that was probably rotting away in a shallow grave on the outskirts of town.

			The TV’s screen glowed gray, not all the way on, but never quite off either.

			I couldn’t stop.

			I needed to get off the sofa, find Grandma, and figure out some way to talk to her. Maybe I could write something down? It’d be hard. If Haunted Doll was a D&D build, then dexterity would be the dump stat. Actually, everything would be the dump stat. If there was an advantage to being dead, I hadn’t found it. I wasn’t strong. I didn’t have any powers. I couldn’t even close my hand around a pen. But maybe I didn’t need to. If I found some paper and an inkpot big enough to dip my whole arm in, then I wouldn’t need a pen.

			What would I write?

			Hi Grandma. It’s Lucy. I’m trapped in the doll. No this is not a joke. Kyle Lawson killed me. Could use a hand returning the favor.

			How would I convince her that it was me?

			P.S. sorry I didn’t eat the dinner you left me.

			It all sounded like a sick joke, but it was the only plan I had. The only one I thought might work, anyway. My grandma had always been a little bit weird. She believed in healing crystals, psychics, and UFOs. I hoped that meant she believed in ghosts too. I hoped, once she figured out that I was here, she’d help me kill Kyle. She’d spent nine months in prison back in 1972 for assaulting a police officer. I didn’t know what that police officer had done, but I reckoned the odds were even to fair that Kyle had done worse.

			I imagined his raging red face turning white as he saw my grandma and her shotgun.

			That image gave me the strength I needed to sit up, still clumsy and uncoordinated, head lolling to one side in a way it hadn’t before. I scraped my arm across my face, trying to push the veil back and succeeding only in tangling my puffy sleeve in the lace.

			My ringlets weren’t ringlety anymore, the hem of my skirt was unraveling, and my whole body was spotted with dried slobber and dog hair. But none of that mattered.

			I inched myself forward, stitches straining, skirts tangling, limbs jerking unnaturally. Eventually the slope of the cushion gave way and I slid off the sofa, tumbling down onto the floor with a solid thump.

			Cookie twitched in his sleep, but didn’t wake.

			I rolled onto my belly and pressed my hands into the carpet. My knees were slightly bent and didn’t move. But, on the other hand, I didn’t have a pelvis, so my hips were flexible as fuck. I kicked aside as much fabric as I could and pushed my toes into the ground. Slowly, shakily, I walked my hands up the side of the sofa, shuffling my feet closer until they were flat against the carpet and I was standing.

			I was standing.

			The thrill of that tingled sharp and terrifying in my stitches.

			Keeping my hands against the sofa, I took a step, and then another, and another.

			My core strength was nonexistent. My legs were rigid and pulled at my stitches every time I moved them. My skirts dragged behind me, threatening to unbalance me. But I was doing it. I was walking.

			I wondered if this was how Tenzing Norgay and Edmund Hillary felt walking up the summit of Mount Everest⁠—a stomach-turning mix of terror, exhaustion, and triumph. They were the first people to stand on the top of the world (and make it back alive). I was the first doll to walk across my grandma’s living room (and there was no way I was making it back alive). It felt absurd to compare the two situations, but I couldn’t help it. Just like a mountaineer, I focused on the intoxicating dream of success⁠—of killing Kyle Lawson⁠—and took another step.

			I reached the edge of the sofa and kept moving, wobbling a little now that I no longer had anything to lean against, but not stopping. I couldn’t. At any moment, time could speed up again, and this window of opportunity would snap closed. I had to keep going.

			Just like Tenzing Norgay and Edmund Hillary walking up their hill.

			Mad. Free. Victorious.

			Oxygen deprived.

			I smothered that thought before it could take hold and focused on the path ahead, winding between Grandma’s stacks of stuff. When I was human size, this route would’ve been tight but familiar. Now, at thirty centimeters tall, it felt like I was tottering along the dried riverbed in the belly of a canyon, alien and foreboding.

			I didn’t have far to go.

			The arts-and-crafts box was in the dining room, under the table. There was paper in there, and ink, and⁠—

			A sensible brown shoe stepped into view.

			I stopped moving, my head flopping back to stare up at Auntie Dawn. She was standing in the doorway wearing a tailored jacket, a new wig, and the pasta brooch I’d made for her when I was four years old. The lines around her face fell slack as she saw me, eyes widening, mouth forming a perfect O.

			The shock of it sucked the anger out of my limbs. I teetered, then dropped, limbs splaying gracelessly on the carpet.

			“Tiff!”

			“Yeah?” My grandma’s voice sounded small through the walls.

			“W-where did the doll come from?”

			“What doll?”

			“It was standing.”

			“What doll?” Grandma repeated as I frantically tried to regroup.

			Think angry thoughts. Think angry thoughts. Think angry thoughts.

			A new pair of feet walked into the room. Dull pink slippers and knitted rainbow socks. Grandma.

			“Oh. That’s one from my workroom. Did Cookie have it?”

			“It was standing, Tiffany.”

			I tried to twist my head, to look up at them. I couldn’t even manage a twitch.

			Fingers wrapped around my middle, the ground dropped away with a sickening lurch, and then, in a blur, Grandma appeared, studying me with red-rimmed eyes.

			Any chance I had of summoning up my anger died with a sad little sputter.

			Grandma looked . . . thin. Her cheeks carved hollow, her eyes sunken, and her hair, normally braided, left to hang limp, frayed, and gray around her jaw. She was wearing her My other pair of shoes are skis shirt, which she’d always loved, even though she’d never even seen snow. It hung too loose off her frame.

			“Don’t touch it,” Auntie Dawn said. “It’s filthy.”

			“It’s fine,” Grandma muttered as if to herself, gently wiping my plastic blonde hair out of my face. “Just a little dog hair. I’ll clean it. Good as new.”

			Her smell engulfed me. Unwashed skin, grilled cheese, and the sharp clash of too many perfumes.

			The desperate need to cry was back, like a cluster bomb detonating behind my glass eyes, again and again and again. My stuffing felt like it was going to burst through my chest, my porcelain limbs hung as heavy as lead, and my stitches twisted, tight enough to snap. I wanted to wrap my arms around her and hug her so tight her bones clicked. I wanted to scream and cry and tell her that none of this was her fault. I wanted to be alive again, to be alive and hugging her, to feel her hugging me back.

			“Leave the doll,” Auntie Dawn said. “We’re going to be late. You still need to get dressed.”

			“I’m not going,” Grandma said.

			“You are,” Auntie Dawn replied, voice low and serious. “You need to be there.”

			“I’m not g⁠—”

			“You need to be there. I don’t care how you feel about police, Tiff. This is bigger than that. You know what they’re saying.”

			“I don’t care what they’re saying.”

			“You need to start caring. You need to start caring right now.”

			“Lucy is de⁠—”

			“No. Don’t say that. We don’t know where Lucy is. She might come h⁠—”

			Grandma’s face twisted in a way I’d never seen it twist before, her brows collapsing, her lips wrenching apart. A couple of tears escaped her closed eyes. “I can’t, Dee. I can’t. I know she’s not OK. I know. She wouldn’t leave Cookie shut up in a room without water. She wouldn’t⁠—”

			“Tiff⁠—”

			I wanted the clock to stop.

			I wanted everything to hold in place.

			I wanted time to think.

			And, for a strange, gut-churning moment, the universe obeyed. Auntie Dawn’s voice stretched and slurred, turning into an ugly, elongated drone, unnatural and nerve-racking, like nails down a chalkboard. Grandma slowed too, her face a picture of grief, caught in heartrending detail.

			I summoned every ounce of will, of anger, of desperation I had left and threw my arm up, first one, then the other, reaching toward Grandma, reaching for that hug.

			I didn’t know what I’d expected.

			Auntie Dawn screamed and slapped me out of Grandma’s hand. For a moment I hung there, my skirts just starting to billow, my arms still outstretched.

			Grandma’s eyes opened, her face falling slack in shock, her lips parting around a small gasp. In that instant, I thought of the paper in the arts-and-crafts box under the dining table. I thought of my plan to write a letter⁠—just two words, over and over again: I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m⁠—

			Time snapped forward, a rubber band springing back into shape.

			The ground surged up, and my vision split in two, one eye going left, the other right. I saw, from two angles, Auntie Dawn kick my body away, the crunch of broken porcelain deafeningly loud.

			“Dawn!”

			“It moved! It moved! It⁠—”

			“It’s just a doll. It’s just a doll. It’s⁠—”

			“No!” Auntie Dawn’s voice was high and getting higher, like a jet engine, powering up, getting louder, faster. “I’m telling you! It⁠—”

			And then everything was a blur, time swirling away from me, Auntie Dawn’s voice, Grandma’s, Cookie’s surprised, frantic barking smashing together as everything shrank down, my lost eye dipping to black, my connection to my shattered pieces dimming into nothingness.
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			I never saw my grandma again.

			I never smelled her cooking again, felt her hugs, never argued with her about old books while she braided my hair.

			“Marrying the man for Pemberley is all well and good, but you know, eventually he’s going to say something else offensive, or rude, or just annoying. Elizabeth should have just murdered Mr. Collins and assumed his identity. It’s a humble life, but at least you don’t have to wear a bonnet.”

			“You know, Lulu, sarcasm is the lowest form of wit.”

			“But the highest form of intelligence.” My canned response.

			She’d snort and roll her eyes. “Oscar Wilde. That boy was such a self-important little brat. All the best writers are, I suppose. But still.”

			It was a conversation we’d had a hundred times. A thousand. Even just thinking about it felt like settling into a routine, comfortable and well worn.

			Everything about Grandma was comfortable and well worn.

			Her smiles, her sass, her tattoos, which were old enough to have transformed from hard lines into blooming watercolors.

			I owed her so much. She raised me after my mum⁠—her daughter⁠—died. I was pretty sure that was when the house started to fill up. Her place had never been Spartan, but once I was there, stuff just kept coming and coming and coming. I was a kid. I didn’t think it was bad, just weird. I never talked to her about it.

			There was a lot we never got to talk about.

			But I guess that’s what death is. A conversation interrupted. A thread left hanging. A long, uncertain note as the pianist turns the page and realizes that the song is over, cut short a couple of bars before the crescendo.
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			I wasn’t entirely certain how I ended up at the tip, but I was pretty sure Auntie Dawn had something to do with it. After all, throwing stuff out, even broken stuff, wasn’t exactly Grandma’s style. But, with time charging by as fast as it was, and with me being several clicks beyond “messed up” and safely in the realm of “catastrophically fucked,” I couldn’t be sure. All I knew was, I’d been lying on the living room floor, day and night flickering by, sounds of shouting and crying and barking smashing together, hellish and high-pitched. Then, in a blink, all was quiet, I was in a shoebox, and a guy with razor burn was staring down at me with wide eyes.

			“Holy shit. Dude. Check this out. It’s like . . . a broken doll or something.”

			“Do you think it’s worth anything?”

			“I mean . . . maybe? Look at it, though. It’s gnarly. All gross and smashed up. Also, this box was duct-taped closed, had ‘Do not open’ written on it, and is half filled with Bible pages?”

			“Hmm. Probably fine. Put it over there. Paul might take it.”

			Paul⁠—a middle-aged man in a bright-red shirt⁠—did take me, along with a stack of old furniture, several boxes of yellow-paged books, and eight trash bags full of toys. The logo on his shirt said Trash N’ Treasure. I wondered what he’d been drinking to think there was any hope of me graduating from the former to the latter. Whatever it was, it must’ve been strong, because when we arrived at the titular Trash N’ Treasure⁠—a thrift shop I vaguely remembered driving by on the edge of town⁠—he arranged me and all my broken pieces in the locked glass cabinet by the cash register.

			A puzzle, waiting to be put together was written on the sign sticky-taped to the window. An optimistic bit of marketing on Paul’s part. If it’d been me, I probably would’ve just written Broken old junk. Or, more likely, never even attempted to sell a smashed-up old doll to begin with. Despite the aura of a locked glass cabinet, I was pretty damn sure I wasn’t worth much. Yes, I looked old-timey, and perhaps parts of me were, but other parts had a distinctly mass-produced vibe. And deep down (or perhaps not that deep down) he must’ve known it, because the price written on the sticky-taped piece of paper was $19.95.

			Trash N’ Treasure was exactly what you’d expect. Rows of old furniture, racks of clothes, and shelves of miscellaneous items. I watched customers blur, then creep, then blur as they moved through the store. The lights turning on, then off, then on again. The most popular item was pants, go figure. There were always at least two people at that rack, flicking through jeans. I had a good vantage point from where I sat. Even with my cracked eye, I could tell that low-rises were back.

			I moved, of course.

			That was the only power I had, and I wasn’t going to give it up.

			Moving also allowed me to take stock, fill out a mental damage report.

			I’d lost an arm at some point. My other one was hanging by a thread, literally. Both my legs had been reduced to shattered stumps, my body was floppy from lack of stuffing, and my head . . . I wasn’t sure how much of that I had left. Not a lot, if I had to guess. I couldn’t feel the prickle of my synthetic hair anymore, and I was pretty sure my one remaining eye was cracked through the middle. The only part of my face left undamaged was my lips, still trapped in that small, shy smile.

			The thought made me want to bash my face into the ground, to reduce that smile to pieces and then grind those pieces to dust.

			Instead, I used my one arm, snapped off at the wrist, to drag myself around the shelf, pressing up against the glass some days, lying in the corner on others.

			Eventually, someone must have noticed, because my sign changed.

			A puzzle, waiting to be put together A spooky haunted doll $19.95 $12.50

			Weirdly, that seemed to work. More faces pressed up against my window, anyway. Some curious, some scoffing, some with a strange, wide-eyed sort of intensity. I listened to a couple of kids debate whether or not they should buy me for an upcoming Halloween party. In the end, they went with a bingo ball cage filled with numbered Ping-Pong balls instead.

			I couldn’t really blame them.

			After all, when it came to playing the part of the possessed toy, I wasn’t doing a very good job. I didn’t jump up and dance, shout obscenities, or do any of the other things you’d expect from a knockoff Chucky. Most of the time, I just lay there, watching the world through the glass doors of the cabinet like it was a TV screen and all the people in the shop were the characters in some long, boring soap opera.

			The employees all thought Paul was an arsehole (they were right).

			Paul thought all the employees were talking behind his back (he was right).

			The customers were always right (they weren’t).

			The shop wouldn’t make enough money to pay rent if they didn’t sell this sofa today (I was pretty sure that whole thing was just a lie Paul made up to try and motivate the workforce, because they didn’t sell the sofa, and it was fine).

			I watched, somehow both exhausted and bored, every part of me wrung out and thin, my rage frothy, weak, and wasting.

			I felt broken. I felt small. I felt . . . to blame. All of this was my fault. I should’ve known Auntie Dawn would’ve been there. I should’ve known she would freak out if she saw me move. I should’ve stopped Kyle Lawson from killing me.

			Kyle wasn’t a big guy. He was closer to Andrew Garfield than to Arnold Schwarzenegger. A little bit of muscle, but not enough to so quickly and easily end my life. I should’ve been able to stop him. I should’ve fought back harder. I should’ve at least blackened an eye, bloodied a lip, broken a nose, something.

			But I hadn’t.

			And now I was in pieces, locked in a glass case, still smiling my pleasant smile.

			But what else could you really expect from an adequately competent business administrator?

			“Why won’t Paul let us dump that creepy old thing?” I overheard an employee say one day.

			“He reckons a collector will want it.”

			“What sort of collector?”

			A puzzle, waiting to be put together A spooky haunted doll A broken toy $19.95 $12.50 $9.00

			I’d barely done anything to Kyle, which was why I was here.

			Trapped in this useless doll body, time roller-coastering around me, my grandma’s grief-stricken face seared into my mind. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way she’d looked when she picked me up. Cheeks hollow, eyes shadowed, skin papery and pale. She hadn’t been eating. She didn’t look like she’d done much sleeping either, all because I couldn’t stop him.

			Why did Kyle do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?

			“Stop it,” a tiny voice whispered.

			There was a woman kneeling near my cabinet, pulling ceramic cats out of a box and arranging them around a sign. Take home a feline friend (that won’t puke up a hairball on the rug). $3.50 each. 2 for $6! Get the whole family for $14.95!

			She had a lopsided mullet, brown and shaved at the sides, a sleeve of mismatched tattoos, and a blocky old hearing aid hooked up to her left ear. The aesthetic ugly enough that it looped all the way back around into being hot. The rest of her outfit stayed stuck in ugly. An oversize staff T-shirt, blue jeans, and shoes that had been taped back together.

			Her hands were shaking as she set the cats on the shelf.

			“Stop it,” the woman said again, a low hiss. “Stop thinking about him.”

			She was talking to herself . . . about a guy. This had the potential to be the most interesting storyline on this weird reality program yet. I wondered if it was a friend she liked but couldn’t have, or a boyfriend she didn’t like but couldn’t get rid of.

			“Fuck you,” she spat. “He’s not my boyfriend. He’s not a friend. He’s not anything to me.”

			Wait.

			Wait a second.

			Wait a whole goddamned minute.

			Can you hear me? I thought as loudly and clearly as I could.

			She winced and touched her hearing aid.

			Holy shit. You can. You can hear me.

			She didn’t respond.

			Fuck. No. I’m sorry. I’m freaking out. Please don’t freak out. It’s me. I mean, the doll. I’m the doll. I mean, no, I’m not the doll. I died and got stuck in the doll. It . . . it doesn’t matter. Please, you have to help me. No one else can hear me. I don’t know how long I’ve been trapped like this.

			“I’m trying to work,” she muttered, and put the last cat on the shelf. “I can’t do this right now.”

			Do what?

			“Have a mental breakdown.”

			Wait, I thought/said. No. I’m real. Please. You have to believe me. I’m real. I can move! Just look at me, I’ll show you. Please.

			She didn’t look at me. She turned and walked away, shoulders stiff, clutching the box the cats had come out of with white-knuckled fists.

			I called after her, and when she didn’t react, I screamed after her. I couldn’t do anything else. She was the first person I’d been able to communicate with since this whole ordeal began. I couldn’t let her just slip away. I needed her more than I’d ever needed a person before.

			Someone I could talk to.

			A psychic.

			I’d never believed in psychics before. I’d never believed in ghosts before either. Briefly, madly, I wondered what existed out there in the world. Vampires? Werewolves? Fish-headed aliens like in Call of Cthulhu? It was obvious that the world was a bigger, messier, uglier place than I’d thought it was when I was a kid. A place with magic and monsters . . . like Kyle.

			The woman crushed the box in her hands as she left the room.

			She could hear me.

			I knew she could.

			And so began my campaign.

			Look at me, I begged whenever she passed by my cabinet. Please.

			She didn’t.

			I need help, I cried the day after. I was murdered. I need help! Please!

			She kept ignoring me, and for a few days, time went too fast for me to do anything, anyway. When it slowed down and I saw her again, stacking Russian dolls on a nearby display, I changed tack. If you put my legs on, I’ll dance for you, I promised.

			She dropped the Russian doll and cursed under her breath.

			A puppet without strings! I continued, sensing weakness. Imagine the money you’ll make! Enough to stop working here. You’ll get a nice, fancy house up on the hill. I know what those houses are like. I have a friend⁠—had, when I was alive⁠—who lives in one of those houses. She invited me over for a tea party one time. In a word? Swanky. That life can be yours just so long as you talk to me. Please.

			It wasn’t very effective . . .

			She finished arranging the Russian dolls and left without so much as a glance in my direction.

			Time slipped and churned. Dark, then light, then dark again. I called out, begging, then pleading, bargaining, then begging again. I didn’t know if the woman could hear me or not. I didn’t care. Please! Don’t leave me here! Don’t leave me!

			Then, in a moment, it was day. The store sat suspended and still; a nearby customer’s mouth hung open, voice so slow it sounded like a zombie’s moan, the employee they were addressing frozen mid eye roll. The fluorescent lights blinked. On . . . off . . . on . . . off . . . on . . .

			In the light I saw something new.

			Three dolls were on the shelf next to me, sitting in a circle on a spotted handkerchief like it was a picnic blanket.

			A schoolteacher, a cowgirl, and a ballerina.

			The ballerina’s head was cocked in my direction, her glass eyes staring serenely, her lips set in a smaller, more dignified smile than mine. She wasn’t broken. None of them were. They were as perfect as they’d been when I saw them last, slumped in a heap on top of the bookshelf. My sister dolls.

			The light blinked off.

			The shadows on the ballerina’s face deepened, darkened.

			Had Auntie Dawn thrown the other dolls out too? Had Paul picked them up at the tip, dusted them off, and propped them up in the glass cabinet next to mine? But wouldn’t the garbage workers have found them at the same time they’d found me? Wouldn’t they have been beside me from the start?

			The light went on again and I saw the new sign, sticky-taped next to mine. 3 porcelain dolls. Rare, collector’s edition, maybe. $45.55 each. $99.95 for the whole set.

			I twisted my head, stitches straining, porcelain cold and clammy as I scanned the room. I saw, nestled among everything else, bits and pieces I recognized. The lamp that used to be in the corner of Grandma’s kitchen. The TV stand, covered in ancient, peeling stickers. The coffee table with the chipped edge. Grandma’s favorite lounge chair. My favorite lounge chair. A stack of birdcages. A pile of familiar flowerpots. A whole shelf of books, all of them classics . . .

			All stuff from Grandma’s house. All stuff from my house.

			I turned my head back toward the dolls. The ballerina was still staring at me, her eyes cold, dead, accusing.

			Why are you here? I asked.

			She didn’t answer.

			Is Grandma . . . ? I couldn’t finish that thought. I didn’t want to even consider it. Why are you here? I asked again, desperate, frantic. Why are⁠—

			Time flew forward, noises smashing together, high and deafening. The dolls vanished, their sign gone, only the sticky residue of the tape on the glass and their abandoned handkerchief remaining.

			Uncertainty sucked at me, tore at me. Why would the dolls be here? Why would anything of Grandma’s be here? Her house must’ve been cleaned out. Everything sent to the tip. But she’d lived there since the ’70s. And even if she had moved, she’d take her favorite lounge chair. She’d take her books. She’d take the dolls.

			A figure moved by my cabinet. The woman with the mullet and the hearing aid. She looked tired, shadows carved under her eyes, hair stringy with sweat.

			I could’ve begged. I could’ve bargained. But, in the moment, I was tired, I was terrified, I didn’t want to be nice anymore, I didn’t want to be ignored anymore.

			What’s the guy’s name?

			She didn’t respond, but when time juddered forward, my sign changed.

			A puzzle, waiting to be put together A spooky haunted doll A broken toy Probably worth millions as an antique! Defiantly not haunted or evil! Buy it and get a second toy free! $19.95 $12.50 $9.00 $1.00

			What’s his name? I asked again the next day. And again the day after that. And again the day after that. On day five, she arrived to work without her hearing aid. After hours of shouting, it became clear she couldn’t hear me without it. Which, weirdly enough, meant that she wasn’t psychic at all. She just had a piece of tech that was picking up some otherworldly frequencies.

			Ghost Lore Fact #2: Ghosts can’t make sound, but they can manipulate the real world. Addendum: Ghosts can make sound after all, via this one random woman’s hearing aid.

			Which didn’t make a lick of sense. Why a hearing aid? Why hers? And why, if she could hear me, wouldn’t she listen?

			I watched her ask a customer to repeat himself five times.

			I could read the writing on the wall. She wasn’t going to help me. She didn’t even want to acknowledge me. She would rather put herself in awkward, uncomfortable situations than face me. If I were a nice person, a good person, I would’ve read the situation and left her alone. But I wasn’t a nice person. Not then. I was exhausted, broken, and desperate.

			I’d been worn away, destroyed in more ways than one, and locked alone in a box with nothing except my grief, pain, and anger. I’d begged. I’d pleaded. But she wouldn’t even look at me.

			No. I didn’t have any niceness left.

			After a couple of customer complaints, Paul gave her a warning (without even asking what was going on⁠—told you he was an arsehole), and she started wearing her hearing aid again.

			He’s a bad guy, isn’t he? I asked the next time I saw her walk down my aisle. The one you don’t want to name? Let me guess, he’s the sort of guy who doesn’t deserve to breathe? I know one of those. I’m on a quest to kill my bad guy. If you help out, I’ll kill yours too. I think that’s fair. You scratch my back, I scratch yours. Murder is easy, you know. I’ve never done it myself, but I’ve had a front-row seat. All you need is a strong grip and⁠—

			“Shut up,” she hissed, and finally, finally turned to face me. Her eyes blazed a bright coppery sort of brown, her lips were set in a flat, angry line, and her cheeks flushed beneath a galaxy of freckles. My stuffing flipped inside me as I realized I knew those freckles. They’d faded, blended into a tan, but . . .

			The shy girl from Ginger’s party.

			The one with the fifty-dollar dress and Marilyn Monroe’s smile.

			The one Ginger had called weird.

			She was older, which was terrifying, her hair cut short, her arms spotted with tattoos, but it was her. The more I looked, the more certain I was. What had Ginger said her name was? It began with N. Frantically, I start scrolling through all the names I knew, trying to find the one that would spark in my memory.

			“You’re a doll,” she whispered. “Just an old, broken doll. You’re not real. None of this is real.”

			Nancy. Natalie. Naomi.

			“It’s just . . . intrusive thoughts. I don’t want to kill anyone. I’m not that sort of person.”

			Nadia. Noelle. Natasha.

			“I can’t do this right now. I just . . . I need you to go away. You’re just a voice in my head. You need to go away.”

			Nora. Nia. Nadine.

			“My name is Nicola, you piece of shit,” she snapped. “I can hear you trying to think of it.”

			Nicola.

			Can I call you Nic? I asked. I don’t know why I did that. A knee-jerk impulse. In hindsight I think I can safely say that was the wrong move.

			“Fuck you,” she said again.

			I’m sorry. I just . . . wasn’t expecting someone I know.

			“You don’t know me. You’re a doll.”

			No. I mean, yes, I am, currently. It’s not an ideal situation, going to be honest. But I do know you. Or I did, a little. I’m Lucy, Lucy McQuinn. We went to school together. Do you remember?

			“Lucy McQuinn ran away years ago,” Nicola said.

			Ran away? No. What the fuck? Is that what they’re saying? I didn’t run. I was murdered. Murdered by Kyle Lawson. Do you remember him? He was a year above us in school. Krissy Lawson’s twin brother. He’s the killer. Please. You have to help me.

			“I’m too broke to go this crazy.”

			You’re not crazy.

			“Says the auditory hallucination.”

			I’m not just auditory, I promised, and waved my arm stump back and forth to prove it.

			Her eyes widened, her cheeks went ashy beneath her freckles, and her lips parted. I heard the first sharp note of her scream before time jerked forward with a violent, rushing smear of movement.

			It was nighttime, the store was empty, and the sign on my display cabinet had changed.

			A puzzle, waiting to be put together A spooky haunted doll A broken toy Probably worth millions as an antique! Defiantly not haunted or evil! Buy it and get a second toy free! $19.95 $12.50 $9.00 $1.00 HALF PRICE! 50c!

			That could only mean one thing: I was getting to her.

			I’d never been fishing, but I was pretty sure there was a saying fishermen liked to use in situations like this. Hook, line, and sink her down to my level. Let her know how fucked up it is that she’s knowingly keeping me here. Show her my anger by screaming and screaming when she’s on the counter. Tell her it doesn’t matter if she’s hallucinating or not; at least she’s alive, at least she’s breathing.

			Some days scrolled by in slow motion while others flashed by in key frames. I ignored it all and kept up my onslaught, begging, cursing, crying, and begging again. I spoke to her even when I wasn’t sure she was in the shop. A tirade of rage, grief, and desperation broadcast direct from my brain into hers.

			Honestly, I’m not proud of half the shit I said while I was in that box. But the only other option was to lie there . . . and I couldn’t do that. She was my only lifeline. My only hope. I didn’t care if she hated me or not; I just needed her to hear me.

			The breaking point came on a Friday, an hour before closing.

			I’ll kill him for you, Nic, I called to her as she hung up dress suits on the formal-wear rack. The guy you hate. Just get me out of here and give me a knife. I don’t need to know what he did. You want him dead, Nic. I’ll make it happen. Your guy is number two on my list. Right behind Kyle fucking Lawson.

			She was speaking under her breath, but I could see her lips moving and was pretty sure I knew what she was saying. “Shut up shut up shut up⁠—”

			You know I died the night of Ginger’s party, right, Nic? No. Of course not. You think I ran away.

			“Shut up shut up⁠—”

			Ran away, faked my own death, because . . . why? Why would I do that, Nic? You tell me. Oh, what’s that? You’ve got nothing.

			“Please shut up. Please.”

			Well, now I know you didn’t pay attention in school, Nic, because, let me tell you, the maths ain’t mathin’.

			“Nicola,” Paul said, and touched her arm.

			She whirled around with a ragged scream, her fists coming up.

			He jumped back a step, shocked. I was too. Nicola had never reacted like that before.

			She cursed, threw down the ruffled dress shirts, and rubbed her face in her hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I just . . .”

			“I called.”

			“I . . . I’m sorry. I’m . . .”

			“Are you OK?” Paul asked. The first display of managerial competence I’d seen from him.

			“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah. Totally. I just . . . Can we get rid of the doll?”

			“The doll?” he repeated slowly.

			“The freaky broken bride doll.”

			“A customer will buy it soon. It’s only fifty c⁠—”

			“Fuck it,” Nicola said, digging in her pockets. “Fuck it.”

			She bought me with a 15 percent staff discount, which took the total down to forty-three cents. She adjusted the price down to a nice, round forty cents and paid in shrapnel, eight five-cent pieces, an echidna on one side, the queen’s aging profile on the other.

			Paul stood nearby, watching her uncertainly the whole time.

			I knew you’d see things my way, I whispered as she scooped me and all my bits into a plastic bag.

			“Shut up,” she whispered one more time.

			This time, I obeyed.
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			I was carried out of Trash N’ Treasure in a plastic bag, flopping, clanking, and unraveling with every jerk and jostle. I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was laugh. I’d gotten off another shelf, I’d found someone who could hear me, I’d won something. For the first time in I didn’t even know how long, I felt hope, the same wild, vicious, angry sort of hope I’d had when I crushed the moth against my face.

			I could do this. I could figure this out. I could kill Kyle.

			I let myself imagine it in all its gory detail. The blood, the screaming, the begging. It was beautiful. It was righteous. More than just vengeance, it was justice, for what he’d done to me, for what he’d done to Grandma, for what he’d done to Cookie, and Auntie Dawn, and anyone else he’d ever hurt.

			Imagining Kyle’s death wasn’t cathartic. It fed the grief inside me, making it stronger, turning it putrid. It probably would’ve been healthier to brick off the darkness and try to move on⁠—or better yet, face it, deal with it, defang it. That was probably what a therapist would say, all soothing voice and lavender-scented tissues. But instead, I held it close; I let it hurt me. Clinging tight to rage and pain and grief and all those other ugly things tangled together was a unique sort of agony, but it made me feel powerful.

			It made me feel alive.

			Vengeful spirit. It’s a shit job, but someone’s got to do it. And hell, at this rate, I might even become adequately competent at it.

			That thought made me want to laugh all over again, a mad, cackling glee that buzzed ugly and wretched through my small, messed-up body.

			The plastic bag lurched, a car door slammed, and a moment later, another door slammed too, a house door. It was slightly too fast, the sounds short, sharp, and distorted, but I was getting used to that sort of thing. I listened to Nicola’s footsteps and watched the shifting shapes through the thin white plastic of my bag.

			I couldn’t really make out much. Old wallpaper. The edge of a pulpy old movie poster. A plant that badly needed to be watered.

			She walked through the house/apartment/building/whatever and into a backyard. For a sickening moment, I thought she was going to drop me in the grass and get a shovel. How deep would she have to bury me before she couldn’t hear me? Would I be able to hear the worms as they ate my fabric and wriggled up into the remains of my head? Panic shot through my stitches, twisted the meager remains of my stuffing.

			But she didn’t get a shovel. She kept walking, across the yard and into another building. The distinctive creak and clang of the door told me it was a tin shed.

			A light buzzed. Something else thumped. The plastic bag yawed around me, swinging, then upending. All my broken bits and I plunged down onto an unvarnished plywood surface. A workbench.

			She was fixing me.

			Thank you, I said, relief still thrumming through me. Thank you so much. I know I wasn’t the nicest to you back in the store, but you’re a good per⁠—

			A hand grabbed me, none too gently, and rolled me onto my back, pressing flat against my deflated fabric chest, pinning me down.

			My vision swam and my porcelain went cold.

			Nicola glared down at me, her hair a sweaty tangle on her brow, her lips pinched and twisted around a barely contained snarl. Her left hand was holding me down. Her right hand was aloft and clenched into a fist around a rusty old hammer.

			What are you doing?

			“Self-therapy,” she said. “I thought about just throwing you in the garbage, or maybe the river. But honestly, after all the bullshit you’ve been pulling for the last couple of weeks, I figured this would be good for me. Dealing with my demons, Van Helsing style.”

			Wait. Wait! I cried, and thrashed frantically under the press of her palm, seizing my panic, my desperation, and pumping it into every scrap of me still intact.

			Her lips trembled, the hammer did too, but she didn’t release me.

			I’m not a demon. I’m Lucy. I swear to God.

			“Lucy is literally a nickname for the devil.” I couldn’t tell if she was talking fast or if that was time slipping forward. “Is my subconscious really that uncreative?”

			Nic is also a nickname for the devil!

			“All the more proof that you’re a weird byproduct of my brain.” Her fingers tightened around the hammer, and my panic twisted into terror.

			Lucy McQuinn, I said. I’m Lucy McQuinn. We went to school together.

			“Prove it,” she replied, still holding the hammer aloft. “Say something only Lucy would say.”

			I . . . What? My mind whirled. What’s something only I would say?

			“You’re not⁠—”

			No! Wait! That’s not fair. Give me a . . . um . . . I scrubbed frantically through my memories, searching for something, anything, to say. Jonathan Harker and the cowboy. Fuck, what was his name? Quincey . . . um . . . Morris. Yes. That’s it. Quincey Morris.

			Her frown deepened. “What?”

			You said you were going to kill me Van Helsing style. But Helsing didn’t kill Dracula. It was Jonath⁠—

			“What the fuck are you talking about?”

			You told me to say something only I would say.

			“And you choose to ‘well actually’ me about Dracula?”

			I . . . Yes? I read a lot of old books. It’s like my one personality trait.

			“Reading old books isn’t a personality trait.”

			Well I’m boned, then.

			“This is such bullshit.”

			It isn’t. Please. We didn’t even know each other that well. You don’t know what I’d say.

			“You don’t know what you’d say. You’re a hallucination. A weird, fucked-up one about a probably dead girl I talked to, like, one time. Which is just so wrong I don’t even know where to begin.”

			I am dead. Kyle Lawson killed me the night of the tea party.

			“As fucking if.”

			You have to believe me!

			“I don’t have to do shit,” she snapped. “I’ve dealt with intrusive thoughts way scarier than you before. Never quite so physically, but hey, I think I like it. Really works that stress out.” I saw her flex, her jaw clench, the muscles in her arms tighten.

			I twisted, stabbing frantically at her fingers with the shattered stump of my arm. The sharp edge of my porcelain sliced into her skin. She shouted, pulled her hand back, and brought the hammer down.

			I recoiled against the plywood, pressing into the grain of it. It felt like it was moving, roaring by beneath me, a stream, tossed around in twisting rapids. I forced myself through the surface, plunging into it. Not the plywood, but something else, something electric and angry. It wanted to move forward, pulled by a vacuum toward an unseen destination. In a frenzy of confusion and fear, I clung to it, trying to center myself, trying to get away from Nicola and that incoming hammer.

			The stream dragged, eased . . . and time slowed.

			Nicola’s hammer inched toward me. Her shout turned low and long. The fluorescent light hanging above the workbench started to flicker.

			That’s the shit thing about ghost powers: You don’t know what you can do until you stumble arse-backward into doing it.

			Before, when I’d attempted to control time, I’d been trying to press my will onto the world . . . not to sink back into it. The difference felt both sickeningly arbitrary and so intrinsic that a part of me couldn’t figure out how I hadn’t managed it before. And yet, it wasn’t easy. The stream tore at me, slipped through me, ripping at some core part of my being, something not fabric, porcelain, or lace. I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold it for long.

			I wriggled, limbless, loose, and already dizzy with exhaustion, dragging myself, centimeter by centimeter, away from the soon-to-be impact zone. I’d just made it when the universe wrenched through my grasp. The plywood shook beneath me as Nicola struck the table where my head had been.

			She screamed and swung again.

			I frantically grappled with the stream, slowing it down and holding it as I bucked and jerked across the tabletop. A can of WD-40 sat nearby, big enough to look like a blue-and-yellow concrete support pillar. I dragged myself toward it, a journey that felt like it took minutes but must’ve been less than a second. A test of endurance, not just against the brutal buffeting of the time stream but also of my ability to move. Anger. Fear. Rage. Pain. Exhaustion. Desperation. By the time I curled behind the WD-40, the strain of it all left me feeling empty and expended, like my atoms had lost their magnetic bonds and were spilling out behind me like blood.

			The hammer struck the table a second time, again where I’d been just a moment before. Nicola’s eyes flicked toward me, her lip curled in an animal snarl.

			Wait, I begged, my voice pitifully weak. Wait. Please. I can prove I’m Lucy. I can.

			“No, you can’t. You’re nothing but a weird-as-shit mental breakdown.” She swung at the WD-40 can, knocking it spinning across the room. I didn’t even have the energy left to flinch. I lay exposed on the tabletop, a scrap of ruined lace and a couple pieces of porcelain.

			Watson11.

			“See?” she said triumphantly. “You’re talking gibberish. That’s proof that you’re⁠—”

			It’s my Instagram password, I said, my thoughts shaky and small. Watson11. You can log on to my account; then you’ll know I’m not a hallucination. It’s proof. I’d thought of it during the long minutes it took to make it to the meager shelter of the WD-40. The only evidence I could give.

			She glared at me, the harsh overhead light reflecting off her brow and nose, leaving her cheeks and eye sockets in shadow. Her fist was tight around the handle of the hammer. Her chest rising and falling in fits and jerks. I wasn’t sure if that was her or the universe, making up for lost time. Probably both. “I’m not on Instagram anymore,” she said finally, voice hoarse.

			Please.

			“This is fucked up,” she whispered. “So fucking fucked up. You’re a hallucination. Lucy McQuinn is gone. She’s been gone for years.”

			I didn’t have the energy to respond.

			She cursed and started pacing, the thump of her boots against the floor radiating up through the plywood beneath me.

			“Fuck,” Nicola muttered. “Fuck fuck fuckity fuck.”

			Time shuddered and she snapped back and forward a few times, too fast to see. When she reappeared she was looking at me, still shaking. I wished I could close my one remaining eye. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t move. I could barely think. If she decided to hit me with the hammer, I wouldn’t be able to look away.

			She cursed one more time and, with her free hand, reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone.

			If I could’ve cried, I would’ve sobbed in relief.

			She leaned back against the far wall, still breathing too fast, still shaking. “It’s downloading,” she said after a while. “I can’t believe I’m doing this. You know I’m going to need an email or a phone number too, right? And if there’s two-factor authentication, then you’re cooked. Didn’t think of that, did you, demon doll?”

			I stared at her, trying to summon the energy to speak again.

			“Oh now you’re quiet. You wouldn’t shut up for weeks at work but now⁠—”

			Oh, I said. Four. One. Four . . .

			Nicola’s hands shook as I finished reciting my phone number. “If this doesn’t work, I’m still smashing you,” she said. “I hope you know that. No second chances. No hiding behind any more cans. If this doesn’t work, you’re pulp.”

			Yeah, I rasped. Figured.

			I watched her thumb move across the screen of her phone, tapping in the number. I was impressed she could remember it after hearing it only once. Impressed and grateful. “Watson11 is a shit password,” she said as she typed. “Pretty sure Insta doesn’t even allow passwords that shit anymore. You’ve got to have special characters, more digits, a couple of . . .”

			Her eyes widened and her face went gray beneath her freckles.

			I couldn’t see the screen of her phone from where I lay. I didn’t need to. I knew what she was seeing.

			It logged in, didn’t it?

			The hammer slipped out of her hand and hit the ground. The thump reverberated through the tin shed and rang in what remained of my porcelain head.

	
				
					[image: Part Three. When you’re going through hell, devils make decent company.]
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			Ghost Lore Fact #1: Time is fucked up when you’re dead. Addendum: You can unfuck it, as long as you don’t mind getting a little fucked up in the process.

			For the next few days, I stayed lying on the plywood bench, staring up at the harsh buzzing fluorescent light, tentatively poking and prodding the time stream. It was less of a stream and more of a river, the raging kind. I hovered at the edge of it, feeling the rush and eddies, sometimes fast, sometimes slow and swirling, but always going in one direction. Now that I was aware of it, it was a hard thing to ignore. I wasn’t able to slow or stop time half as well as I had before. A hammer, as it turned out, was a hell of a motivator. But if I pushed myself deep into the stream, I could disrupt the flow, breaking the rush of the current and reducing time to a crawl. I could also redirect the more stagnant parts, pushing them forward faster.

			Both actions left me strung out and weak, but it was another tool in my belt, another weapon in my arsenal. More than that, it was a sliver of control, and after everything, that felt like finding a raft after days of bobbing around in the ocean.

			During the exhausted haze between experiments, I thought about Grandma, Cookie, Auntie Dawn, . . . and Nicola. I didn’t blame her for trying to smash me with the hammer. I still don’t. I get it. I probably would’ve done the same thing if I were in her position. But I was a little worried that she hadn’t hung that hammer back up in its spot on the wall. It was still on the floor, where it had fallen.

			That felt dangerous.

			A promise, just waiting to be fulfilled.

			Perhaps she’d come back, pick the hammer up, and finish the job she’d started. I wasn’t sure how long I could avoid blows, rolling around the workbench without legs or arms. Probably not long.

			But she’d logged on to my Insta. Surely she knew that meant I wasn’t a hallucination. Surely that was good news. It meant she wasn’t having a mental breakdown. Or maybe she was, but I wasn’t part of it.

			In the days that followed, I tried to come up with something to say to her. Thank you was a solid option. I’m sorry for being a bitch in the store was another. But when the door of the tin shed finally crashed open and Nicola stomped in, hair sticking up at every angle, still in her red Trash N’ Treasure T-shirt, the first thing I said wasn’t anything kind, thoughtful, or profound. It was another piece of proof, just in case she was still unsure.

			What kind of dog does Willy Wonka have?

			She stared at me.

			That’s the joke you told me at Ginger’s party, I reminded her. I didn’t laugh properly, because I wasn’t Willy Wonka, I was the Hatter. But it was a good joke.

			She kept staring. She stared long enough that I probed the stream uncertainly to make sure we weren’t in a slow patch. Everything was flowing by, steady and stable.

			Do you remember? I asked uncertainly. The answer was a choco⁠—

			“Chocolate lab,” Nicola muttered. “I remember.” There were shadows under her eyes and a box under her arm.

			Unease trickled through my stitches. You’re not going to put me in that box, are you?

			“I phoned my audiologist,” she said. “And then a priest.”

			I didn’t know you were religious.

			“Neither did I. But, you know, extraordinary circumstances and all that.”

			Did he tell you to bless me? Dip me in holy water? Bury me in a church graveyard?

			“He told me to go to the hospital.”

			Did you?

			“No.”

			What about the audiologist? What did they say?

			“To check my Bluetooth settings,” she answered, bending down to pick the hammer up off the floor.

			I twitched and wriggled.

			She watched me, eyes keen, as she slowly hung the hammer back up in its outline on the wall. Then, still slowly, like she was approaching a skittish animal, she walked over to the bench and set the box down. I watched as she opened it, pulling out Bubble Wrap, a small instruction booklet, and finally a small plastic gun with a bright-orange trigger.

			It took me a moment to register what I was seeing.

			A glue gun.

			“Will this hurt?” she asked. “If I glue your bits back together? Sorry, I don’t have anything fancier than this.”

			I don’t feel pain anymore, I said.

			She nodded, plugged the glue gun into a socket in the wall, and fed a stick of glue into the back of it, twisting a dial on the side until a small red light came on.

			“So . . . eh . . . I’m sorry about . . . the other night.”

			It’s cool, I said, a knee-jerk response.

			“Is it? I mean. I know you’re already . . . um . . .”

			Dead? I said.

			“I was going to say ‘passed on.’”

			Please just say dead. ‘Passed on’ makes me feel like a kidney stone.

			“Right. OK. You’re already dead, but I did try to kill you, again, which was kinda shitty of me.”

			I get it. I’m spooky. It’s fine.

			“I read your Instagram messages.”

			Pretty sure that’s a violation of privacy.

			“Pretty sure you deserved it after the shit you said to me at my job.”

			I couldn’t argue with that.

			“But yes, I’m sorry about that too. I just . . . I needed to know it was real and not . . . I dunno.”

			It’s fine, I said. No one DMs me on Insta anyway.

			“Actually, you have hundreds of new messages.”

			Really?

			“Yeah. I guess that happens when you go missing for years.”

			Years. That word bounced around my head. I knew it had to have been years. Nothing else made sense. But still, to have it confirmed . . .

			Anything good? I asked.

			“It was pretty much just everyone telling you to come home and that they hope you’re OK. Some were recent. Krissy sent an ‘I miss you’ only the other week.”

			Krissy. It shamed me how little I’d thought about her since this whole thing began. She was my best friend . . . and Kyle’s twin sister. Those thoughts collided inside me, smashing together and twisting, a cacophony of confusion and devastation, like cars in a head-on collision.

			Did you reply?

			“No. I’m not that fucked up.”

			What about Auntie Dawn? Were there any messages from her?

			“I don’t know. I didn’t read everything. I don’t think I saw any messages from a Dawn.”

			The light on the glue gun turned from red to green. Nicola didn’t seem to notice. She was looking at me. Actually, no. She was looking at the table just beside me, like she didn’t want to meet my one-eyed glass stare.

			What is it? I asked, because I knew it was something.

			“I . . . I was just . . .”

			What?

			She took a breath. “Can you . . . um . . . can you tell me what Kyle did?”

			For some reason, that was the last thing I expected her to say. I floundered, trying to think of an answer. I didn’t have the words. Not for what he did to me. Not for what happened afterward. Not for any of it. It was all still a mess in my head. Pain. Rage. Confusion.

			Why did Kyle do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?

			He killed me, I said.

			She waited for a moment. When I didn’t elaborate, she looked down and nodded. “OK. Um. Right. OK. That’s OK.”

			No it isn’t, I spat, anger causing my limp body to twitch and shudder. He’s going to pay for what he did. I’m going to kill him. He doesn’t get to get away with what he did to me. He’s going to hell, and I’m taking him there myself, kicking and screaming, preferably.

			She watched me, frowning slightly, gun held aloft. “How?” she said. “How will you do it? How will you kill him?”

			I’m still figuring out the details, I admitted. And then, because the grief and pain inside me were twisting and sharpening, growing teeth, I changed the subject, desperate to avoid being swallowed whole by that darkness. Have you ever used one of those before?

			Nicola looked at the gun in her hand. “No. But it says ages eight and up on the box. How hard could it be?”

			A coil of uncertainty wound down my stitches. Are you sure you don’t want to practice a little bit first? Maybe smash a mug and glue it together to start off with?

			“I’m not breaking one of my mugs,” she said, squeezing the trigger and watching the hot resin ooze out. “It’ll be fine. This is cheap glue. I can scrape it off if I make a mistake. Besides, it’s not like you could get much worse.”

			She had a point.

			Even so, I watched closely as she began to assemble my pieces on the table, matching the larger, obvious ones together first. A foot with a calf, a hand with a forearm, and various bits of head, some with sad little ringlets still clinging to them. Those were the bits she started with, slotting the shards of porcelain cranium back together and drenching them in glue.

			It came out globby and gross. I was never going to be pretty again, but after a minute or two of watching I became satisfied that I would be structurally sound. That was the only thing that mattered.

			Still, it was unsettling seeing all the broken bits of me start to be sealed back together. I imagined that this was what it must feel like to have an out-of-body experience during surgery, witnessing yourself being carefully, tenderly eviscerated, then reassembled.

			Nicola sucked at her bottom lip as she worked, wincing and cursing whenever glue dripped onto her fingers, but not stopping.

			Slowly, bit by bit, pieces of me reformed. A leg, an arm, the top half of my head.

			“Can I touch you?” Nicola asked when it became obvious she couldn’t just keep working on the other bits. “Is that OK?”

			Yeah. Sure.

			“And pump hot glue onto you? That’s OK too, right?”

			Yes.

			“Including onto your face?”

			What else are we doing here?

			“Just checking.”

			I was glad she’d checked, because when her hand pressed down over me, holding me still, a whole bunch of stuff started bubbling up inside me. Being trapped in a box, being pinned down by a sheet of tatty floral lace, being forced down onto the floor, throat collapsing, lungs burning . . .

			I was shaking; I couldn’t help it. Not shivering like a human would, but jerking and juddering as my anger, fear, and uncertainty fought for control.

			“Martin Freeman or Jude Law?” Nicola asked as she maneuvered a leg onto the broken stump of my thigh.

			What?

			“Your shitty Insta password. Watson11. That’s a Sherlock reference, right? Dr. Watson? I figured it had to be.”

			She was trying to distract me. I let myself get distracted.

			I liked the books. That’s why the number eleven, obviously.

			“Ah. Yes. Obviously. Eleven. A number famous for . . . what exactly?”

			It’s the number of times Dr. Watson ejaculates at Sherlock in the books.

			Nicola fixed me with a flat look. “What.”

			Dr. Watson ejaculates eleven times in the books. It’s an old-school way of saying “shouted.” It made me laugh, so . . .

			“God you’re weird.”

			I was fifteen when I made the account. Don’t judge me.

			“It proves you’re real, at least. You have to be. There’s no way my brain would come up with something that cringe.”

			That sounds like you’re judging m⁠— I jerked as I felt hot glue run down my thigh.

			Had I wet myself when Kyle killed me? I couldn’t remember. I only remembered the world splintering, narrowing, my fingers clawing at his forearms, my vision spiraling over his shoulder toward the four dolls propped on Grandma’s shelf.

			Sorry, I said to Nicola. I’ll hold still. I . . .

			“We can do this later if you want?”

			I considered that. I also considered hitting fast-forward. Objectively, that felt like the best move. The elite gamer strat. Dive into the time stream, zoom through all the grossness, and emerge on the other side, repaired and ready to go, like ripping off a Band-Aid.

			But even if it was the smartest choice, I still recoiled from it. I didn’t have precise control over time, I rationalized. Days might slip by. Weeks. And when I emerged, I’d be exhausted. What would Nicola do then? Would she think she’d killed me? Would she drop me in the trash? Would she assume it was all a delusion after all and pick up that hammer?

			I knew she wouldn’t. Deep down, I knew it was all just excuses. But the idea of losing control, of fading out, while someone else pinned me down . . .

			No, I replied. I want to do this now.

			“OK,” she said. “Just don’t ejaculate at me if you move and I end up sticking an arm where the sun don’t shine, OK?”

			Strangely, that made some of the tension in my stitches ease. No promises, I said.
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			Nicola didn’t just glue me back together. At my request, she also ripped my frilly white dress off, tossed my veil out, and cut my blonde ringlets down into spiky tufts. My stuffing she replaced with the Bubble Wrap from the glue gun’s box, shoving it through the tear in my side until I felt full and firm. She told me she wasn’t really a needlework sort of person, but that wasn’t a problem. The duct tape she wrapped around my torso did the job just fine.

			She couldn’t find my missing eye or my right arm, so she made me an eye patch out of torn lace to cover up my gross gaping eyehole and retrofitted a random stick from her yard into a new arm. It was roughly the right size and shape as my other arm, which she liked, and the end was sharp, which I liked.

			I’d been a little worried I wouldn’t be able to use it properly because it wasn’t part of my original doll body. But my essence/ectoplasm/immortal soul/whatever wasn’t fussy. I felt myself stretch out into my new and reattached pieces, prickling as I took root.

			Ghost Lore Fact #4: When you possess an object, you don’t possess the molecules, or the material; you possess that object as a concept.

			In other words, if bits broke off, they ceased to be me, and if bits got added, they became part of me. I was like Grandpa’s axe, Halloween edition. My parts didn’t have to be original, as long as they were attached.

			It felt so good to have attached parts again.

			My legs weren’t pretty. The glue made them lumpy and twisted, and my left foot was missing. Nicola capped my ankle off with a wad of glue, which functioned well enough, but balancing on it was a little hard and gave me a lurching, mismatched stride. I didn’t care. The pirate walk matched my eye patch, and my legs didn’t have to be pretty, just functional.

			“You’re the creepiest little thing I’ve ever seen,” Nicola said as she watched me stagger around the workbench. “Seriously. You look like you’re from a horror movie, and not one of those artsy ones neither, but a gross weird one that only sickos watch.”

			I preened. Thank you.

			She sucked unhappily at her bottom lip as I made another lap, studying her handiwork. “You know, there’s a new mall being built in town. It’s not finished yet, but there will probably be a toy shop or something when it’s done. Maybe then we can get you some better legs.”

			I like my legs.

			“Or maybe I can get something online. Etsy probably has doll legs.”

			I like my legs.

			“You’re just saying that to be nice.”

			When have you ever known me to be nice?

			That got a smirk. “OK. Fair point.”

			Once I was a little better at walking, she picked me up and carried me out of the shed, across her tiny scrap of backyard, and into the house. It was the bottom floor of an old duplex apartment, original wooden floors and elaborate light fixtures made somewhat less illustrious by the cheap, naked light bulbs.

			“Rent is two fifty a week,” Nicola said as she set me down. “I accept cash or direct deposit. No checks.”

			I ignored her, enjoying the extra space to stretch my new legs. Walking was easier without my skirts or veil, but it still wasn’t easy. I lurched up the hallway, almost fell over as I turned, and kept one hand on the wall as I made my way back. Nicola watched, leaning in the doorframe.

			“It’s terrifying when you do that,” she said.

			Do what?

			“Go super fast.”

			Time must’ve slowed down while I was walking. I hadn’t even noticed. It’s scary when you do it too.

			She frowned. “Explain that one. Slow. Like I’m stupid.”

			I can’t, I admitted. I don’t know how it works. Not really. But time is screwy when you’re dead. Sometimes it goes fast, sometimes it goes slow. I can control it. A little. Mostly, it controlled me, but that was a detail I wasn’t quite ready to admit just yet.

			“Time is screwy when you’re dead,” she repeated slowly.

			Yep. So, eh, if I move really fast, or if I’m still and don’t respond for a really long time, don’t worry.

			“Right. Sure. Great. That’s . . . that’s a thing, then, I guess.”

			Yeah. It sucks. I stood for an awkward few seconds, the thread in my neck straining as I gazed up at her. And, eh, I just wanted to say thanks again, for buying me, and fixing me, and not smashing me. I reached out to put my doll hand on the denim of her jeans in what I hoped was an appreciative gesture. You’re a true friend.

			“Why are you touching my knee?”

			I removed my hand. Sorry. Just . . . seemed like the thing to do.

			“You’re so weird.”

			You’re talking to a ghost through your hearing aid, I reminded her. Welcome to Weirdville, population two.

			“That’s a dated reference.”

			That’s a reference?

			“Two fifty a week,” she said again. “Plus the forty cents you still owe me. Just because you’re dead doesn’t mean you get to escape capitalism.”

			Call my lawyer, I replied, and tottered away. Collect it out of my will.

			“You have a lawyer?” she asked.

			Nope. Don’t have a will either.

			She snorted but didn’t say anything else.

			I wobbled around the house, discovering and exploring a living room, a kitchen, a narrow bedroom, and an even narrower bathroom. The apartment had clearly seen better days, but it was cozy, clean, and sparsely furnished, which felt strange, but not in a bad way. There were no stacks of stuff, no boxes, and only a couple of cabinets.

			For a while, Nicola watched me explore, a figure standing in the doorway, or leaning against the wall. Eventually she must’ve gotten bored, because she left me to it and went about her business, sometimes in a blur and sometimes in a slow creep.

			I wasn’t sure what I was looking for as I wandered around Nicola’s home. I found a few interesting things. A small collection of books, none of them classics, stacked up on a shelf in the hallway. An air vent in the kitchen I was pretty sure I could hide inside if I ever needed to disappear. A fern sitting in the corner of the bedroom, green and clearly well loved. I wondered what it had that the plant in the hallway didn’t.

			But the thing that stopped me was the shower.

			It wasn’t fancy. Small, freestanding, and squished into the corner behind a plastic see-through curtain. The black and white tiles clacked beneath my porcelain feet as I approached.

			I stood in it for a long time, staring up at the tap and, above that, the showerhead hanging from its mount, dizzyingly high. I hadn’t had a shower in . . . years. Nicola had said it had been years. I didn’t think I could now, not without the fabric beneath my duct tape getting damp and gross.

			Some ablutomane I was.

			Not that it mattered. I didn’t sweat. I didn’t cry. I didn’t need to be clean. But for some reason that piece of lost humanity felt sharper than it should’ve. A loss I hadn’t thought about until now, which paled in comparison to everything else that had been taken from me but which still hurt.

			When I heard the TV, I made my way into the living room and stumbled up to the sofa. Nicola was already there, curled against one of the armrests, a microwave meal steaming softly in her lap. Time must’ve been going slow while I approached, because she flinched when she saw me.

			What are we watching? I asked as I tried to climb up onto the sofa. It was harder than it looked, the cushion above my head plump enough that I couldn’t find purchase.

			“The Walking Dead,” Nicola answered.

			Seriously?

			“I thought it was about time for a rewatch,” she said, and spooned some pasta into her mouth. “Felt topical.”

			I never saw it.

			“I’m not going back to the beginning.”

			That’s cool. I’ll just . . . eh . . . I hadn’t got further than putting my arms up onto the sofa cushion.

			With a sigh, she reached down, picked me up by my duct tape, and dropped me into the empty space beside her. I wriggled around until I could see the TV. As promised, there were zombies on the screen. They weren’t any better at walking than me, which was weirdly validating. They also weren’t as creepy as me, which was also weirdly validating.

			Who’s that? I asked. Where are they going? What’s going on with her? Why are the subtitles yellow? Why is that guy wearing that weird hat?

			Nicola took out her hearing aid.

			Which, honestly, fair.

			For the rest of the night, I watched the zombies move across the screen, sometimes with a flicker, sometimes in a slow slideshow of frames, and sometimes in real time. Nicola ate her food, curled onto her side, and started to snore, which reminded me of Cookie even though her snores were small and gentle and his were loud enough that Grandma used to say he was sucking in the curtains.

			It was the closest to normal I’d felt since the night Kyle killed me. It was the closest thing to whole I’d felt since then too. Which, absurdly, made me want to cry again. The numbness that had consumed me while I sat on the shelf in Trash N’ Treasure peeled back; the pain of everything felt raw and new again.

			What Kyle did to me.

			Grandma’s crying echoing through the walls.

			The look on Auntie Dawn’s face when she saw me move.

			I still didn’t know what had happened to Grandma, or Cookie, or Auntie Dawn. I didn’t know where Kyle was or how I’d get to him. I didn’t have a plan. But I had something. I had a whole lot of somethings. I had Nicola. I had legs. I had this spot on the sofa, which was better than any shelf.

			I shouldn’t have wanted to cry.

			But I did. The need to cry twisted deep in my stitches and puckered the plastic in my Bubble Wrap. But, still, I couldn’t. Instead I hugged my limbs around myself and stared at the TV, watching zombies rip apart humans until the Are you still watching? message popped up. Weirdly, that was the thing that woke Nicola.

			She stirred, cursed, and stretched, bones clicking audibly.

			I watched as she stood, collected her discarded microwave tray, and then, almost reluctantly, scooped up her hearing aid and hooked it onto her right ear. “You’re really real, right?” she whispered, not looking at me, voice dry and croaky. “This isn’t just some long, elaborate dream, right?”

			Yeah, I replied. Sorry.

			“Shit,” she said. “Shit, I . . . This has all been . . . I gotta go to bed. I have work in the morning.” She turned toward the door.

			Hey.

			She paused. “Yeah?”

			Can I . . . um . . . keep watching?

			She turned back to me, gave me a long look. For a moment I thought the answer was going to be a resounding “No.” Perhaps even a “Fuck no.” Then, without a word, she picked up the remote, started the next episode, and dropped it next to me on the cushion.

			Thanks.

			“I have work in the morning,” she said again, and moved toward the door.

			Sweet dreams, I called after her.

			She froze. If the TV hadn’t been playing, I would’ve assumed time had also skidded to a halt. “Nope,” she said after a few seconds of what I could only assume was some intense internal buffering. “Nuh-uh. You are way too spooky to be saying shit like that.” She whipped back around to glare at me. “Try again.”

			Try again?

			“Say something less scary.”

			“Sweet dreams” isn’t scary.

			“It is coming out of your undead arse. Try again.”

			I’m not undead. You need flesh to be undead, like a zombie, or a vampire. I’m a disembodied⁠—

			“You’re doll-embodied. That counts. Try again.”

			OK. Fine. Nighty ni⁠—

			“That’s worse. That’s way worse.”

			Don’t let the bedbugs b⁠—

			“‘Have a good night,’” she said, holding up a finger, “‘see you in the morning’”⁠—another finger⁠—“and ‘sleep well.’” She waved her three fingers toward me. “Those are the three ways you’re allowed to wish me a good night. Nothing spooky. Nothing weird.”

			Sleep well, Nic, I sang out in my creepiest voice. Have a good night. I let my head flop unnaturally to the side. I’ll see you in the morning.

			She rubbed her face. “I want my forty cents back.”
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			I didn’t bring it up the first day.

			Or the second.

			Or the third.

			It was tricky, holding my metaphorical tongue, but I wanted to establish myself a little better in Nicola’s house first. For her to become comfortable with my presence⁠—or as comfortable as anyone with a haunted doll for a housemate could be⁠—before I started asking for any favors.

			The fourth and fifth days were easy. They blurred by in a blink before I managed to grapple the time stream back under control. The sixth day was spent in recovery, lying in a heap on the floor, mumbling out apologies every time Nicola had to step over me. Finally, seven days after I’d been moved from the shed to the home, while we were sitting on the sofa, watching The Walking Dead again, I brought it up, as casually as I could.

			So . . . do you know where Kyle is?

			Nicola’s eyes flicked toward me, steady and unblinking. It was the careful, calculating sort of look people give flimsy bridges and large, unrestrained animals. Risk assessment in progress. Analysis complete. Danger level: critical.

			Is he still in town? I pressed.

			She put her microwave meal aside.

			Still running the family business?

			“I think we need to talk.”

			Figures. His genius tech start-up wasn’t worth the mouth it came out of. Where is he?

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			Unless he’s in the cemetery, it matters.

			“You can’t murder him.”

			You’re right, I agreed, the thought crisp and clear in my mind. It’s not murder if he did it first.

			“Lu.”

			He killed me.

			“That doesn’t matter.”

			To shit it doesn’t. Putting down a rabid dog isn’t murder. It’s just what needs to be done. Killing Kyle isn’t murder, it’s just taking out the trash.

			Nicola raked a hand through her hair. It stuck up at odd angles, a halo of spiky brown.

			Where does he live? I pressed. Is it still in his parents’ house? The basement, I bet.

			“No. He doesn’t live with them anymore.”

			Where?

			“He’s got a house,” she said. “But, Lu, I need you to know I believe you. I know he’s a monster. I want answers as well as you do. But⁠—”

			I don’t give a shit about answers. I want him dead.

			“Yeah. OK. Valid. I just . . . You still haven’t told me how you’re going to make that happen. How are you going to kill him?”

			I’ll figure out a way.

			“Sure. OK. You’re tiny and very breakable. You know that, right?”

			I’m a vengeful spirit who can control time.

			“I’ve been watching you control time. You suck at it, no offense.”

			Don’t underestimate me. I’m more powerful than⁠—

			“You sound like a baddie. I don’t mean that in the complimentary way. You sound like the villain in a ’90s kids’ TV show.”

			I leaned into it. With our combined strength we will destr⁠—

			“And that’s where the issue is,” she said. “You want my help.”

			I couldn’t deny it.

			“I understand your feelings about Kyle⁠—”

			Piece-of-shit murdering fuck.

			“⁠—are justifiably extreme. But I can’t help you kill someone, even someone like him. You know that, right? You’re a doll. The laws might not apply to you, but I’ll go to prison.”

			People get away with murder all the time. He did. We’ll find a way. It’ll be easy.

			“Look,” she said, and picked up the remote, stopping The Walking Dead mid-monologue. There had been a lot of monologues these last few episodes. I was starting to wonder where the zombies were. “I want to help you. I do. But I think you’re thinking about this wrong. Do you know where your body is?”

			You want to go to the police, I said, jumping ahead in the conversation.

			“I’m just saying. DNA lasts a long time, right? Was his DNA on you?”

			I thought about my nails, scratching bloody red lines into his forearms. I don’t know what he did with my body.

			“What about the murder weapon? There must be some evidence we can⁠—”

			His hands. He used his hands.

			That silenced her for a moment, her cheeks losing color and her shoulders twitching.

			It won’t work, I said. The police will never believe you. What are you going to tell them? You can speak to ghosts through your hearing aid? They’ll lock you up in the mental health ward.

			“Not if we find something the police missed. A witness. A piece of evidence. A clue.”

			A clue! A clue! I sang out, high and mocking, my doll body twitching with rage. Oh boy! Why, oh why, didn’t I think of it before? We’ll put on our thinking caps, solve the case, and then everything will be OK again. I’ll come back to life and Kyle will melt away like the Wicked Witch of the West.

			“I’m serious,” she said.

			So am I. I don’t care about the police. I don’t care about clues. He needs to die. That’s the only way to make any of this better. The only way.

			“Lu,” she said softly. “Please. I know this isn’t what you wanted, but think about it for a second, OK?”

			I didn’t need to think about it. I knew what I wanted. I wanted Kyle to feel what I felt when my world went dark. I wanted him to scream and beg and for it to mean nothing in the end. I wanted him to die. I wanted that with a desperation that I’d never felt before, a wildness that felt as dangerous as it was powerful. Nothing less than that would matter. Not to me.

			“You’re the one witness the police never spoke to,” Nicola said, oh so gently, oh so calmly. “You know more about this than anyone. Let’s at least retrace your steps.”

			You’ve watched too much shitty TV. You think there’s something I’ve missed. “RACHE” written in red. But there isn’t. There isn’t. There’s nothing. Just . . . I looked down at my arms, one porcelain, the other wood. I’d never thought much about my arms when I was alive. They were arms, not so very different from anyone else’s. Long and fleshy with hair, veins, muscles, and scars. . . . me. There’s just me. I’m all there is.

			“I know. But that’s just it, Lu. You’re here. You defied death to be here. I know you don’t think you know anything, but maybe you do. Maybe, by talking through it all, we’ll figure something out, something that’ll bring him down.”

			I didn’t want to do it. I hated that she wanted me to do it. I hated her for wanting me to do it. But I also knew that I couldn’t kill Kyle without her help. I needed her. And if talking through my last, boring day alive was what it took . . .

			Fine, I snapped. You want to play Nancy Drew? Fine. You won’t find anything.

			“Thank you,” she said, already standing. “I’ll be right back.” She rushed out the door. She reemerged a moment later with a small handheld whiteboard with a magnetic marker.

			Where’d you get that?

			“I picked this up at Trash N’ Treasure yesterday.”

			That made me even angrier. She’d been planning this, probably from the moment she’d decided I wasn’t a hallucination. She thought she was going to save the day, the right way, the heroic way. The way it’d be saved in a movie, or storybook. Bad guy behind bars, dead girl in the ground, everything tied up in a nice, neat bow.

			“Can you tell me where you went the day you died?”

			I woke up, I said, my thoughts flat and toothy. And went to the library.

			“That’s it?”

			That’s it.

			She wrote LIBERARY on the whiteboard, marker squeaking. I didn’t mention the extra E, which made me feel petty, but whatever. “Did anyone see you? What were you doing there?”

			Studying.

			“You studied at the library?”

			We didn’t have home internet, just mobile data. The library has free Wi-Fi, free air-conditioning.

			“How long were you there?”

			Not long. I only had some paperwork stuff left to do. I finished it, printed my certificate, then left.

			“You printed your certificate?”

			Yeah. So?

			“Nothing. I just thought⁠—”

			It wasn’t a degree, I told her, unable to hide my bitterness. It wasn’t anything fancy. Just this online vocational-training thing. The certificate auto-generated when I finished the last bit of coursework.

			“You didn’t say anything at Gin⁠—”

			I didn’t want to. It doesn’t matter. After the library, I went home and got changed for Ginger’s party. My grandma was there, but I didn’t talk to her. She was on the phone to Auntie Dawn.

			Nicola hesitated a moment before writing HOME on the whiteboard.

			Did the police do this? I asked eventually. Did they make a timeline? Did they talk to you?

			“They didn’t talk to me,” Nicola said. “But I remember Ginger said she was interviewed twice, so yeah, I figure they must’ve retraced your steps.”

			So what’s the point of this?

			“You were the last to arrive at the party,” she muttered. “I remember that.” She wrote G’S TEA PARTY. “The last to arrive, the first to leave.”

			I went home, I said.

			She wrote HOME on the whiteboard again. “Why’d you leave so quickly? Did something happen?”

			No. Nothing happened. I just . . . It doesn’t matter.

			“It might matter.”

			No. It doesn’t. You were all just so beautiful and impressive and . . . and I’d already had a bad day. I went home, and my grandma wasn’t there, but I was upset, I wanted to talk, so I phoned Krissy.

			“You phoned Krissy,” Nicola repeated slowly.

			Yeah. But Kyle answered and I talked to him for a bit. I know that was stupid but⁠—

			“That wasn’t stupid, Lu.”

			I told him Grandma was away, I continued, ignoring her. I told him that I was alone. Jesus fucking Christ. Why did I do that? I told him. I told him. I . . .

			Nicola watched me, waited. “Where’d he kill you?” she asked quietly.

			He came over. I didn’t invite him, but he came over anyway.

			Slowly, she circled the last HOME on the whiteboard.

			I hugged my bent, jumbled legs to my chest and stared at the frozen frame of The Walking Dead. I didn’t know the name of the character on the screen, but I was pretty sure he was going to be eaten by a zombie soon. He had that doomed vibe, his unresolved issues resolving, his dialogue hopeful and happy, his close-up shots drawing in extra tight.

			“Maybe someone remembers something,” Nicola said after a while. “Did you scream? Perhaps the neighbors heard something. Maybe one of them can help us.”

			I screamed, but not loud, and not for long. Hands crushing. Nails clawing. Throat collapsing. I don’t think the neighbors heard. They were always fighting and I . . . I wasn’t loud enough.

			“That’s OK,” she said, even though I knew it wasn’t. “There must be something. We’ll find it and⁠—”

			And what? I snapped. He goes to prison, becomes the next “morally gray bad boy,” gets fan mail, maybe a Netflix documentary, parole in a few years, a book deal a few years after that. I bet the title will be something like Surviving. But I don’t get to survive, I don’t get to write a memoir, so why the hell should he?

			“Maybe there’re others,” she said. “Other victims. Maybe you’re not the last person he killed. We could make a list of missing persons, see if any of them have a connection to him.”

			And if they do? Knowing a missing person isn’t evidence.

			“There must be something we can do.”

			There is something. We kill him. That’s what we can do.

			“How?” she asked again, frustration eking into her voice. “Please, Lu, enlighten me.”

			Drop a piano on him. Drive a steamroller over him. Fire a bazooka straight into his dick.

			“Who are you? Lucy McQuinn or Wile E. Coyote?”

			Fine! We get a gun and shoot him! How’s that for a plan?

			“Guns are traceable.”

			So?

			“Hmm. Right. It sounds to me like your plan is for me to spend the rest of my life in prison while you peace out into the afterlife. Your plan is shit.”

			Your plan is to do nothing.

			“Let me tell you something funny about dead people,” Nicola said, finally, finally starting to sound angry. “Something maybe you missed on your little jaunt down to hell. No one speaks ill of the dead. If Kyle dies, he’ll become perfect, just like you did. All that edgier-than-thou bullshit you and Krissy used to pull in high school? Forgotten. No one will want to hear anything bad about Kyle once there’s a tombstone over his head.”

			I don’t care. I don’t care what people say. I don’t care what people think.

			“Well I do. If we find something we can give to the police, then everyone will know what he is. They’ll hate h⁠—”

			You think I’m stupid. You think I’ve missed some big, obvious clue because I didn’t understand, because I wasn’t smart enough to get good grades or get into a good school like the rest of you.

			“Wha⁠—”

			But I do understand. You’re the one who doesn’t understand. He took everything from me. Everything. My life. My future. My family.

			Nicola dropped the whiteboard onto the coffee table with a loud clatter. “I’m trying to help you, Lu. Last I checked, I’m the only one who is, so maybe clean the ectoplasm out of your ears and listen to me. I can’t kill Kyle. I can’t. I . . .” She takes a slow, deep breath and rubs her face. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I’m not . . . I promised myself I wouldn’t get upset. I just want this to work out OK. And if he just dies, he’ll get flowers on his grave. He’ll get flowers.”

			Did I get flowers?

			“No,” she said after a pause. “You don’t have a grave. You’re a missing person.”

			So why does it matter who gets flowers?

			“It matters because . . . because it does. I need people to know what he is. I need them to see him, really see him. They need to know that Kyle’s a monster, that you didn’t run away, that your grandma isn’t the one who killed y⁠—”

			What?!

			Nicola winced and fiddled with her hearing aid.

			“I think we need to rewind,” she said. “There’s a lot you missed, OK? There’s a lot you need to know. Like . . . a ton.”

			They blamed my grandma?!

			“Look. No. No one blamed your grandma. Not officially. I think there was just . . . talk, you know? She didn’t help out with the search stuff. She seemed strange in the TV appearances. At first, when everyone thought you’d just run away, she referred to you in past tense.”

			Because she knew I wouldn’t just run away for no reason!

			“The police never said anything. It was never official. But, you know, she had a criminal record⁠—”

			That was nothing.

			“⁠—this big, mean-looking dog⁠—”

			Cookie never hurt anyone.

			“⁠—and rumor was she was a hoarder.”

			Why does that matter? She took me in. She made a space for me.

			“I know, Lu. I know. But, you know, once people heard that she had some mental illness⁠—”

			I froze time and screamed.

			I screamed and screamed and screamed. The sound bombarded me, inhuman and ugly, trapped within my own head, making the gluey cracks throb and my porcelain smile ache, as if it were about to shatter and break.

			My anger was a thick, palpable thing. It wrenched at my limbs, clenched tight in my bloated, plastic-stuffed torso. I didn’t even realize I was moving until I hit the floor, my body collapsing forward with a jarring thud. Everything felt wrong, the deep rumble that was Nicola’s voice slowed to an inhuman drawl, the pixels on the TV bleeding and blurring, the overhead light flickering. A world that had felt almost safe a moment before made alien, made ugly.

			I crawled, not knowing where I was going until I got there, clambering into the nook behind the TV, a mess of wires, spiderwebs, and dust. I couldn’t curl up, so I folded myself in half, hugging my stiff, gluey legs to my chest, shaking so hard my porcelain rattled against the floor.

			“⁠—nd you . . . Lucy?” I heard the floorboard squeak as Nicola moved. “Where’d you go?”

			My grandma was trashy, I spat. That’s what you’re saying. We were poor, and bogan, so it was easy to blame her when I disappeared.

			I listened to Nicola’s bare feet pad across the room toward me. “What are you doing back there?”

			That’s it, isn’t it? That’s what happened? Everyone blamed Grandma.

			She didn’t deny it.

			This town, I rasped. This fucked-up town. You rich bitches always treat the rest of us like⁠—

			“Hey. Hold up. You think I’m a rich bitch?”

			You weren’t like me. You spent fifty dollars on a dress.

			“What are you talking about?”

			At the tea party!

			“Yeah. OK. You got me. Years ago I spent fifty dollars on a dress that I only wore once, and I regretted it. How much did that cosplay cost you, per chance?”

			Fuck you.

			“I’m going to let that one slide because you’re upset,” she said. “And I get it. You have a right to be upset. This is a lot to process all at once. And yeah, you’re not wrong. This town is fucked, and what they said about your grandma was also fucked. But that’s just another reason to go to the police. If we can find evidence of what Kyle did, we can clear your grandma’s name.”

			That wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. I shouldn’t have to spare Kyle to save Grandma. My grandma never hurt me. She was the only person in the world I knew never would. She’d raised me. Loved me. Carved out a space for me after my mum died and my dad decided he couldn’t cope.

			Kyle did this. He did all of it. And now Nicola didn’t even want to help me kill him. She thought he could walk away from this with a heart that beat, with lungs that breathed. She thought the police arresting him would be justice.

			He killed me. He killed me. He did it with his own hands. Why should he be allowed to do that and live? Why should he get anything less than what I got? Why should my family be the one to take the blame? Why should I have to be the one to settle?

			“I’m sorry,” she said after a while, voice soft and calm and careful again. “I shouldn’t have dropped that info about your grandma being a suspect on you like that. I forget sometimes what you missed.”

			I didn’t respond.

			“I don’t think you’re stupid,” she added. “I never did.”

			I stayed quiet.

			“And I’m sorry I . . . I know this is hard for you, going through that day again. I’m sorry I lost my cool.”

			I didn’t know what she was trying to do. Be nice? I didn’t want her to be nice. I wanted to go back to fighting. Fighting was easy. Fighting made sense. Fighting made the anger frothing beneath my duct tape feel strong, justified.

			“And I’m sorry you didn’t think you could tell us about your certificate at Ginger’s party,” she continued, relentless.

			Stop apologizing, I muttered. It was just a certificate.

			“Hey. It’s more than I ever got.”

			I thought you went to university.

			“Sure did. For a bit. Got the debt to prove it, but not the degree.”

			You dropped out?

			“That’s another way to put it.”

			But you were one of the smart kids in high school.

			“Huh. I’m glad you noticed. I would’ve gotten dux if Chelsea Peters hadn’t swooped in last term with a perfect English score. I never forgave her for that.”

			Chelsea Peters was at the party, I remembered. She’d worn a pink dress with tiny bells on the hem of her skirt. Beautiful. Of course. They’d all been beautiful. Shimmery, sparkly, and special.

			“You were pretty hot yourself,” Nicola said, which was the exact moment I realized I’d been thinking those thoughts a little too clear, a little too loud.

			Don’t pretend you liked my cosplay, I said, low and angry. You all treated me like an outsider, a freak. I know you all made fun of me after I’d left.

			“OK. Wow. There’s a lot to unpack there.” There was a shuffling sound followed by a creak of floorboards as she got comfortable on the other side of the TV. “Let’s start with the obvious. (A) I don’t need to pretend to like your cosplay. I do like your cosplay. I thought you looked the coolest out of everyone at the party.”

			No, you didn’t.

			“Yes, actually, I did. We all went safe. You went in drag. Like, holy shit. How was anyone supposed to compete? We looked nice, sure, but you? That cinched little waistcoat, those knee-highs, and that crooked top hat? Seriously, Lu, you took no prisoners. I thought so, even after you made me seem awkward as hell in front of Ginger⁠—which, arsehole move by the way.”

			I didn’t make you look awkward.

			“You one thousand percent did. I kinda hated you for that. And then you and she had this cute touchy-feely-whispery moment, and I hated you even more.”

			I hugged my legs tighter and scrolled through my memories, recontextualizing, reanalyzing.

			And B? I asked eventually, the thought small in my own mind.

			“And what?” Nicola replied.

			You said A, implying the existence of a B.

			“Oh. Right. And (B) you thought everyone made fun of you after you left, which . . . I don’t know what that is. A persecution complex, maybe?”

			Some of you were definitely judging me.

			“Some of me?”

			Some of the others.

			“Like who?”

			Ginger’s mum.

			Nicola sighed. “Yeah. She was shitty to me too. Honestly, I think Mrs. Béliveau is shitty to everyone. Remember in cooking class when she said Brooke didn’t look pretty enough to be a bad cook? Yeah. She’s a piece of work. Pretty sure that’s why Ginger’s so eager to please all the time. Shitty-parent-itis.”

			I had nothing to say to that.

			“It wasn’t a very good party,” Nicola said. “Honestly, parties at Ginger’s house never really were. They’re more about the Insta pics, you know? I’m pretty sure all of us were on our phones before the sun had even set. We weren’t gossiping about you.”

			I . . . I guess I . . .

			“You projected your insecurities onto us,” she said, humiliatingly perceptive. “Which is wild because you always seemed like the biggest, bravest person in school. You argued with teachers. You entered cosplay contests and won.”

			Second place, novice division.

			“Still.”

			Look, I . . . I just got the vibe that . . . I don’t know. You were all so pretty, and I . . .

			“Let me guess, you’re not like other girls.”

			Well, no, I’m not. No two humans are perfectly alike. Also, I’m a haunted doll.

			“I think the point might’ve nicked you as it skated over your head there.”

			I glared at the cables and cobwebs, feeling sick and angry and hopeless and helpless and small and pathetic and dead. I wanted to hate Nicola for being a coward. I did hate her for being a coward. But I also knew how stupid and unfair hating her for that was, which made me feel even smaller, even sadder, even more pathetic.

			“OK,” Nicola said after a while. “I’m worried you’re going to mess up my TV. Can you come out now?”

			I didn’t move.

			“If you come out, I’ll show you a photo I found online. I think you’re gonna want to see it.”

			Kyle killed me, I said. Kyle. Did no one even look at him? Was he even a suspect?

			“I don’t know, Lu.”

			And Grandma wasn’t a hoarder, by the way. Not really. I mean, not as bad as those on TV. There was nothing gross in our house. You could get to every room. There were only a couple of places it was piled up really high. Just . . . I think after my mum died, it became hard letting go and . . .

			“I’m sorry,” Nicola said. “I’m sorry about what I said. I’m sorry about what everyone else said. I’m sorry. But I also really, really need you to come out and look at this photo.”

			I didn’t want to come out. I wanted to stay tangled in the dusty zigzag of cords and scream some more. But Nicola’s voice was even and coaxing, and the truth was, more than anything else, I didn’t want her to stop talking. It was strange how anchoring conversation was. The simple ping-pong of saying something and having someone else respond. I hadn’t realized how much I’d needed that after my murder . . . or how terrified I’d be of losing it. Of losing her. Of being left alone again.

			I didn’t want to hurt her anymore . . . and knowing that I had hurt her only a few moments ago made me feel broken and wrong.

			“Are you coming out?”

			Yeah, I responded. Yeah. I just . . . I . . . Just give me a sec.

			Slowly, in jerky movements, I pulled myself free of the cables and crawled out from behind the TV.

			Nicola was sitting cross-legged on the floor, phone in her lap. As I emerged, she reached out and wiped a spiderweb from my face, knocking my eye patch askew. “Sorry,” she said as she fixed it. And then, quieter, “And sorry about . . . about your grandma. I know this is all still really new for you.”

			It’s OK, I muttered, even though it wasn’t, and pushed her hands away from me.

			“Feeling better?” she asked.

			I’m dead. I’m not getting better.

			A wry smile tugged at her lips. “Right. Of course. How could I forget?”

			What photo did you want to show me?

			She nodded and turned her phone around.

			My Bubble Wrap clenched and my stitches went tight.

			Grandma, I whispered.

			“So that is your grandma?” she asked. “I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to say anything, in case it wasn’t.”

			That’s her, I said, still shaking. I thought of the dolls at Trash N’ Treasure, of Grandma’s furniture scattered across the store, her books piled up, her favorite chair with a discount sign on it. A fear I hadn’t yet faced, bubbling hot inside me. She’s alive?

			“The photo was posted a year ago, so I don’t know. But she was alive then.”

			Where’d you find it?

			“I looked at your old Insta messages again. There was one from Dawn, which I figured must’ve been your aunt. I did some snooping. She doesn’t post much on Instagram, but she’s pretty active on Facebook. It says she lives in Christchurch now.”

			Christchurch? As in . . . New Zealand?

			“Do you know any other Christchurch?”

			It didn’t make any sense. Auntie Dawn didn’t live in New Zealand. As far as I knew, she’d never even left the country.

			“I scrolled back years,” Nicola said. “She posted a whole bunch of stuff around the time you disappeared. That’s when she messaged you too, asking you to come home if you could. She was the one working with the police, organizing the search efforts, until she had to step down. Apparently, the pressure was too much and she had some kind of mental breakdown?”

			Why’d they move to New Zealand?

			Nicola didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. The answer to that question was painfully, wretchedly obvious. We lived in a small town, the sort where each family had an aisle in the cemetery and the local paper reported on the primary school soccer game. If everyone blamed Grandma for my death, then no one would ever treat her the same way ever again. There’d always be sideways glances, insults whispered behind cupped hands.

			Gossip never died in this town. It took root. I didn’t need to hear it to know what shape it would take. My grandma had already lost a daughter. Now a granddaughter . . . She was driven mad by grief. That was what they’d say. She had a violent history, signs of mental illness. It was only a matter of time.

			“I’ve never been to New Zealand,” Nicola said softly. “It looks nice.”

			It did.

			In the photo, the sky was a pristine blue and streaked with long whips of white cloud, the grass was shining gold, and the sun whited out one corner of the picture. Grandma and Auntie Dawn were standing at the edge of a lake, hiking boots muddy, cheeks flushed hot, blotchy pink. The water behind them reflected the rugged, snow-covered peaks on the horizon.

			I looked at those mountains and thought of Grandma’s favorite shirt. My other pair of shoes are skis. I wondered if she’d tried skiing yet. I wondered if she loved it as much as she’d imagined she would. I hoped so. I hoped Cookie was with her, prancing in the snow, big, happy, and dumb.

			I stared at the photo until Nicola’s phone went dark. The black screen reflected my face back at me, dusty and one-eyed, broken and patched back together, coy smile still locked in place.

			I thought she’d died, I muttered. When I saw her stuff at Trash N’ Treasure . . .

			“Her stuff’s there?”

			Yeah. It was. Some of it. Her books. Her chair. What does it matter?

			“There could be some evide⁠—”

			Stop. Please. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to think about this. I don’t want to retrace my steps. I don’t want to dig through the pieces of my life looking for clues. I don’t want to make a game of my own murder.

			“I’m not trying to make a game,” Nicola said. “I’m just . . . shit. I’m sorry. I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

			I know. And that was what made it worse. I knew Nicola thought what she was doing was right. I knew that perhaps, in some other, less fucked-up world, it would be. Handcuffs and a prison cell for him. A bright, heavenly light for me. But that wasn’t right, that wasn’t real. That was the sort of thing that only made sense in TV shows, where endings were scripted and not . . . senseless, random, crushing.

			Why did Kyle do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?

			Nicola was swiping and tapping at her phone, frowning and chewing uncertainly at her cheek.

			What are you looking for?

			“There’s another photo you need to see, and this one isn’t going to be fun. But I think you need to understand that . . . well . . . you’ve been gone for a long time.”

			I know that.

			“Yeah. You do. But also, you don’t. Because . . .” She sighed. “Because this shit isn’t black-and-white. It should be. Believe me, I know it should be. But it isn’t. There are people in the crossfire. People I think you care about.”

			What are you⁠—

			“Promise you won’t hide behind my TV again.”

			Why?

			“Promise.”

			No, I snapped. No, I don’t promise. What’s⁠—

			She turned her phone around again, showing me a new photo.

			A wedding photo.

			A young couple standing beneath a flowery arch.

			Strangely, it was Ginger I recognized first. Her curly blonde hair, her dimpled smile, her bluer-than-blue eyes. Her dress was jellyfish round, her usually pink cheeks made matte with foundation, and her hair threaded with ribbon. Her veil hung over her shoulder like a ghost, one of those wear-a-sheet-and-say-boo kinds, pressing uncomfortably close. Beside her, in a blue suit, coppery-brown hair brushed back, was Kyle.
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			757 likes.

			120 comments.

			She looks like me. That was the thought that kept popping up in my head, over and over again, like a broken notification. She looks like me. She looks like me. She looks like me. No matter how many times I tried to shake it, the idea wouldn’t leave me alone.

			Ginger looked like me. Not the living me, and not the me I was in that moment, sitting in front of Nicola’s phone, staring one-eyed at the photo⁠—a torso of duct tape, a head of bristly yellow sprouts, a set of lumpy, twisty, mismatched legs.

			Ginger looked like the version of me that had sat on the bookshelf in my grandma’s workroom, pretty and porcelain.

			A mass of stark white ruffles and floral lace from which emerged a small, delicate smile, rosy cheeks, and blonde ringlets, busy with ribbon.

			A bride. She looked like a bride. She was a bride. His bride.

			Kyle, who looked not like the raging red-faced monster I remembered but like a guy. Just a normal guy, smiling wide, but not too wide, suit a little too short in the leg, a yellow flower pinned onto his breast.

			I couldn’t make it make sense. Kyle didn’t look human in my mind anymore. He was a monster, grotesque and raging, with veins and blood and breath that stank of vodka. But here he was, looking like everyone else, blending in, a perfect chameleon. And Ginger Béliveau, the girl everyone knew was meant to be a supermodel, or an actress, or something else sparkly and spectacular . . .

			The image caption swam out of the haze in front of me: Presenting Mr. and Mrs. Kyle Lawson.

			She’d married him.

			Ginger had married him.

			She’d married him and 757 people had liked it.
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			No, I said. This is fake. This is Photoshop. This is a sick fucking joke. This is⁠—

			“It’s real,” she said. “I was there.”

			My anger churned. You . . . you let her marry him.

			Nicola’s brow crumpled. “Lu. I⁠—”

			You let him near⁠—

			I lost grip of time. It wrenched through me so suddenly and so violently that it felt like my stitches were tearing out. With it came the storm, a tirade of grief and rage that bombarded me, choked me, tore me apart, even as I flailed, desperately trying to grab hold, to regain control. It was no use. Everything lurched and blurred; the sun flashed like a broken circuit; the ambient hum of the room ratcheted up, both pitch and volume, until all I could hear was a raging scream.

			I surfaced for only a moment, just long enough to see that I was sitting on the sofa now, propped up. The image didn’t have time to focus before I slipped again, time flooding forward, so brutal and so unstoppable that I knew, no matter how hard I fought, I wasn’t going to stop it.

			Ghost Lore Fact #1: Time is fucked up when you’re dead. Addendum: You can unfuck it, as long as you don’t mind getting a little fucked up in the process. Addendum #2: Sometimes you can’t unfuck it, no matter how hard you try. Sometimes, all you can do is hang on.

			That was what I did.

			I hung on, clutching to the flow of time, to my own limbs, caught in a blitz of panic and pain. My nonexistent ears rang. My chest heaved. Memories hit me like bullets. Grandma. Cookie. Auntie Dawn. Ginger. Kyle . . .

			Him pinning me down, face red. My lungs burning, my throat collapsing, my vision folding inward.

			I screamed.

			Someone screamed back.

			I recoiled, striking a wall of fabric, the sofa’s armrest.

			Nicola was curled at the other end of the sofa, breathing hard, staring at me, wearing a sweaty pair of pajamas. “Are you . . . ?” she asked uncertainly.

			My head snapped back and forth, taking in the room, the curtains closed against the midday sun, the TV playing old quiz-show reruns on mute. The heater in the corner was on, the dial set to max despite how warm the room already was.

			“You’ve been doing nothing for . . . Jesus,” Nicola said. “I don’t know. Weeks. I thought I’d imagined you. I thought you were⁠—”

			Ginger married him.

			Slowly, Nicola nodded, her breathing slowing. “Yeah. Yeah, that . . . that happened.” She looked exhausted, skin ashy, eyes shadowed, hair stringy with sweat. There was a stubby cigarette resting between her fingers, smoking softly. No. Not a cigarette. The stink of cannabis hung heavy in the air. A joint.

			We have to help her.

			“What?”

			Ginger. We have to help Ginger.

			A strange look passed over Nicola’s face. “No,” she said, and tapped the joint on the rim of an ancient McDonald’s ashtray. “We don’t.”

			She’s married to a murderer.

			“And a few other things besides.”

			We have to save her! We have to⁠—

			“Kill Kyle,” Nicola said in tandem with me. “Yeah. I heard you the first hundred times.”

			What is wrong with you? I cried.

			“I’m alive, Lu,” she snapped. “That’s what’s wrong. I’m alive and I don’t want to go to prison until I die. Call me a coward if you want, but that’s it.”

			I stared at her.

			She cursed and rubbed at her face. “Look. I don’t want to fight. I’m glad you’re back. It’s been a shitty month. A really shitty month. I haven’t watched any more Walking Dead. Do you⁠—”

			No. This is fucked up. This is so wrong. I can’t. You have to help me. This isn’t just revenge anymore. Ginger’s in danger!

			Nicola put the joint between her lips and sucked, her eyes sliding shut and her cheeks hollowing out. She tipped her head back as she exhaled, smoke billowing up at the ceiling, a shimmering cloud that hit the smoke detector square on the nose. It didn’t make a sound, the battery compartment open and empty.

			What are you doing? I said, my thoughts jagged and desperate and sick with rage.

			“I’m writing a novel,” Nicola replied.

			You don’t look like you’re writing a novel.

			“You ever written a novel, Lu?”

			I thought about that old Carmilla-Laura fanfic on Archive of Our Own. 139,720 words. 11 comments. 47 kudos.

			No, I said.

			“Then how’d you know what writing a novel looks like?”

			You’re doing drugs.

			“Exactly.”

			Illegal drugs.

			“It’s literally just weed, you square.”

			When Kyle is out there right now, alone with Ginger.

			“Husbands and wives do like to spend time alone, occasionally.”

			He could be hurting her!

			“Husbands and wives do that too, occasionally.”

			How can you not care about this? He’s a murderer! You call yourself Ginger’s friend?

			“No,” she said. “I don’t, actually. Not anymore. We haven’t spoken since . . . for a long time.”

			That doesn’t matter! She’s in dan⁠—

			“Her house. She’s in her house with her husband.”

			Fuck you! I cried. Fuck you fuck you fuck you fuck you!

			She let out a throaty chuckle. “There’s the disembodied voice I know. You know, the store has felt kinda empty without you. I only get cursed at by customers now.”

			You have to help me!

			“No,” she said, rougher now, anger creeping in around the edges of her voice. “I don’t, Lu. I don’t have to help you. I don’t have to do shit. I got you out of the store. I glued you back together.”

			You liked Ginger, I said, my mind finally latching on to what she’d said before. You said you couldn’t compete with me. You were sweet on Ginger.

			Nicola snorted. “As if you weren’t.”

			The nakedness of that statement hit me like a cinder block.

			“I know what you’re going to say,” Nicola continued before I could recover. “You think I haven’t looked in the mirror and said every fucking word you’re thinking right now? Coward. Loser. Fuckup. You’re right. It’s true. But it also doesn’t matter. Kyle is a monster. I get that. But I can’t . . . I can’t do anything about it. No one held a gun to Ginger’s head when she walked down that aisle.”

			She didn’t know.

			“She knew enough.”

			If you liked her, then you can’t just leave her, I tried. We need to help her. We need to do something.

			“What?” she said, waving a hand. “What do you want me to do, Lu? I wanted to help you. I wanted to figure this out, find some evidence, do this properly, but you didn’t want that. I found your grandma, but that wasn’t enough either. You were literally a broken little voice in a box when I found you. Now look. You could start a YouTube channel if you wanted.”

			I don’t care about YouTube.

			“Well, you should. You’d make a killing. Haunted Doll Streams. It’s a niche, sure, but I think there’d be some dedicated fans. You could watch horror movies and comment on how accurate the ghost representation is.”

			Kyle needs to die. It’s the only way.

			“The cat flap is unlocked,” she said, and put the joint between her lips, inhaling deeply. “Go. Have fun. If you do manage to find Kyle, give him a good few licks for me while you’re at it.”

			I couldn’t take it anymore. I didn’t understand it. None of this made sense. She didn’t make sense. She was supposed to be Ginger’s friend. Even if she hated me, even if she’d decided gluing me back together was the worst decision she’d ever made, even if her plan was to take me back to the dump tomorrow, she should still help Ginger today. Even if she wouldn’t help me kill Kyle, she should still do something.

			I threw myself off the sofa and fell gracelessly to the ground. My foot hit first, porcelain collapsing beneath me with a sickening crack. I sprawled forward, sick with humiliation and anger.

			“You OK?” Nicola asked.

			I didn’t answer. I didn’t even turn to look at her as I pushed myself upright and began lurching toward the door, ignoring the crunch as more porcelain splintered and broke away from my ruined ankle.

			“Lu,” Nicola called out after me.

			I ignored her.

			“For fuck’s sake, Lu. I didn’t mean it. You hurt yourself.”

			I kept ignoring her as I staggered into the hallway and picked up the pace. As promised, the cat flap was unlocked. I dragged myself through, my stick arm doing most of the heavy lifting.

			The world beyond was shockingly bright, the sun hanging high overhead, clipping the shadows back to narrow strips. Despite it, the wind was cold, cutting straight to my stuffing. I knew what wind like that meant. Winter’s last stand. September, probably. Maybe already October. Soon the Flower Festival would march into town, a brief temperate celebration before the heavy, oppressive heat of summer descended. Already, in the neighbors’ yards, there were spatterings of flowers, tiny white and yellow blooms, clinging to stalks and branches as the wind whipped by.

			I staggered away from the door, stumbling down the cracked concrete path, broken foot getting more broken with every step. I made it all the way to the letter box before collapsing, exhausted and shaking with anger. I’d thought Nicola was on my side. I’d thought she’d help me. I’d thought the worst of this was over. I’d thought . . . I didn’t know what I’d thought.

			But I was wrong.

			I was so fucking wrong.

			This wasn’t over. It was never going to be over. I was dead. I was trapped. I was alone. I couldn’t kill Kyle. I didn’t know why I’d been stupid enough to ever think I could. Without Nicola, there was no way I would even find him, let alone take him down, and she didn’t care.

			She didn’t care.

			Not about Ginger, and not about me.

			The burn of that betrayal bubbled bitter inside me, twisting my insides and making my duct tape clench.

			But despite it, pathetically, my mind kept tumbling past her refusal to help and replaying the four words she’d tossed at me through a mouthful of smoke.

			You were sweet on Ginger, I’d said.

			“As if you weren’t,” she’d replied with a lazy sort of certainty, like it wasn’t even a question, like everyone already knew.

			It didn’t matter.

			Killing Kyle was what mattered. It was the only thing that mattered.

			But still, behind my eyes, those four words were stuck on repeat.

			As if you weren’t. As if you weren’t. As if you weren’t. As if you weren’t.

			Relentless. Like a scratched CD.

			As if you weren’t.

			I wasn’t sure how long I lay there, the cold damp of the pavement sinking into my porcelain. If I had to guess, I’d say not long. Probably less than a minute, not that it felt like it. A car passed so slowly that the rumble of it felt like it went on for hours, reverberating through the ground and vibrating deep in my stuffing. Only after it was gone, when the street was empty, did the front door open and Nicola’s bare feet pad down the path.

			She knelt down, joint still between her lips, and gently propped me up against the brick trunk of the letter box. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that, right?”

			Ditto.

			“Patrick Swayze,” she muttered. “Ghost. 1990. If you’re going to be dead, you gotta stop being so derivative.”

			Fuck you.

			“That’s it. That’s your line. Might not be especially unique, but I believe you when you say it, and you say it a lot.”

			No. Seriously. Fuck you. I don’t understand why you won’t help.

			“Think about it for a sec,” she said. “I’m sure it’ll come to you. Then, when you’re ready, we can go back inside and I’ll fire up the glue gun again. How does that sound?”

			You’re scared.

			“Yes,” she agreed.

			You think you’ll go to prison if you help me kill Kyle.

			“That’s two down. If you get three, you get a bingo.”

			You’re . . . you’re angry at Ginger? I guessed.

			Nicola didn’t answer at first. “Huh.”

			What?

			“I am,” she said. “Which . . . huh. I never realized it. But yes, I guess I’m angry at her too. I’ve been angry for a very long time.”

			Why? Because she wasn’t sweet on you?

			“No, you shit. Because she didn’t believe me. No one did, but . . . well . . . she married him, didn’t she.”

			That was when everything slid into place, like a video of a shattering teacup played in reverse, all the pieces spinning and snapping together. It was all so obvious I didn’t know how I hadn’t been able to see it before.

			Kyle hurt you too, didn’t he?

			“Bingo,” she sang out, voice hoarse, smile toothy and fake. “That’s one point for the cursed haunted doll.”

			Kyle had hurt her too. That was why she’d reacted so strangely when I first said his name. That was why, when she thought I was a hallucination, she told herself to stop thinking of him. That was why she was so convinced I was a product of her brain, her trauma.

			Nic, I thought, softer. Why didn’t you tell me?

			“Because what he did to me was nothing compared to what he did to you.”

			Shut up.

			Nicola’s smile stretched. “Yeah. That’s what everyone says. Not in so few words.”

			That’s not . . . I mean . . .

			“This is fun,” she said. “A little bit of role reversal. I get to be the traumatized one while you try to figure out what’s going on.”

			What did he⁠—

			“I don’t want to talk about it.”

			OK . . . That’s OK . . .

			“I talked about it after it happened,” she said, voice disconcertingly cheery. “I talked a lot, to whoever would listen. And it didn’t matter. No one believed me.” She settled back on her haunches and blew out another mouthful of smoke. “And then I thought about killing him. I thought long and hard about it. I still think about it. But here’s the thing: I can’t. Even if I was some kind of awesome assassin⁠—which, let’s be real, I had to get a wrench to open a jar of pickled onions the other day, I wouldn’t be able to do it. The truth is, I’m not like you, Lu.”

			Not a haunted toy?

			She smirked. “Not yet. But that’s not what I meant. What I meant was, my anger isn’t pure, or clean. I don’t want him to die. No, that’d be too easy. He’d become another big tragedy, like you were. A young person gone too soon. I don’t want to see people cry over him, I want them to see him for what he is, I want them to know.”

			Ginger, I muttered.

			She laughed a dry sort of laugh that sounded like it hurt. “She doesn’t want to know. She’s happy. Everyone’s happy. Everyone is living their perfect little lives in this perfect little town. I . . . I can’t . . .”

			Ever thought about leaving? I asked. Starting over?

			“In New Zealand like your grandma? I don’t know. This is where I’ve been my whole life.”

			Is that reason to stay?

			She laughed again, more maniacally this time, a harsh, barking sort of laugh that bounced off the nearby buildings.

			A middle-aged couple walking a dog down the street slowed as they passed, faces creased with concern.

			“What the fuck are you looking at?!” she shouted at them.

			They hurried on.

			“Sheesh. What’s the world coming to? A girl can’t even get high and have a menty bendy with a haunted doll on her own damn property.”

			So what do we do? I asked, staring at her. If we can’t kill him, how do we make this right?

			“I wanted to find evidence, lock him up.”

			I can’t do that, I said quietly. I don’t have any evidence. I don’t have anything.

			“Well . . . I guess that leaves one option.”

			What?

			Her eyes flicked back to me. She sucked one last drag from the joint and then dropped the smoldering stub to the ground. It guttered and died in the wind. “I have an idea,” she rasped, smoke spilling from her mouth with every word.

			Better than just killing the fucker?

			“OK. I know your heart is set on killing him.”

			I don’t have a heart.

			“Your weird doll insides are set on killing him,” Nicola amended. “But when Plan A doesn’t work out, you can’t stop. You’ve got to pivot to Plan B.”

			And you have a Plan B?

			She looked at me, eyes bloodshot, shivering. “I have a Plan B.”

	
				
					[image: Part Four. I read something once about best-laid plans. Wish I could remember what it was.]
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			Plan B sucked.

			It really, really sucked.

			I’d had my mind pretty firmly set on killing Kyle. Actually, I’d had my metaphorical heart and not-so-metaphorical soul set on it. But I couldn’t think of a way to do that without Nicola’s help. And I needed Nicola’s help. She was right: Before she found me, I was broken, destroyed. I couldn’t do this without her. I didn’t want to do this without her. I didn’t want to go back to being alone.

			And so, even though killing Kyle was the only outcome that felt like anything close to justice, I agreed to Nicola’s new plan.

			Instead of killing Kyle, we’d haunt him.

			Nicola had a lot of suggestions for how to do this. After she glued my foot back on, she wiped her whiteboard clean with her sleeve and began writing them down.

			Plan B

			
					Send him creepy messages from Lu’s Instagram account.

					Print off some of Lu’s old missing-person posters and put them in his letter box.

					Spray-paint “I killed Lucy” on his car.

			

			It was a carpet-bombing strategy. A psychological war designed to hit him a dozen times in a dozen different ways, wear him down, and force a surrender. It was also indirect. Not safe, but safer. Nicola wasn’t going to end up with a murder charge, and, as long as we kept it up, eventually Kyle⁠—driven mad by his own guilt⁠—would confess and spend the rest of his life rotting away behind bars.

			That was what Nicola reckoned, anyway.

			I thought it all sounded rather Victorian. Even if we could drive him mad by rapping, tapping at his chamber door, convincing him to turn himself in wouldn’t be easy. Convincing him to jump off a cliff would be even harder . . . but I’d figure out how to twist that knife once we had it buried in his chest.

			Just because Nicola didn’t want to kill him didn’t mean I wouldn’t take an opportunity if it came my way.

			As the night wore on, and as the pot smoke thickened into a sleepy gray haze, the ideas became more elaborate and more unhinged.

			
					Send him one of those letters with words made up of cut-up magazine pieces.

					Email him and make up a story about being a retired detective who found out his secret and is giving him a chance to do the right thing before things get ugly.

					Write “Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn” in every toilet stall in town. Every. Single. One.

					Run ads in the local paper for a “free confessional, a private and not-at-all recorded phone line where you can take the weight off your chest, Kyle.”

					Buy Hello Kitty pajamas, cover them in chicken blood, and send them through Australia Post to his work address.

			

			That last one was my idea, obviously. Nicola didn’t ask what the significance of Hello Kitty pajamas was. I figured she didn’t need to. It wasn’t exactly hard to puzzle out.

			I also suggested we call Krissy and Ginger. Actually, I suggested it several times. Krissy was my friend, and Ginger was both of ours. Surely, even if they thought the whole ghost thing was some sort of bizarre breakdown, they’d help. But every time I said We could call them, Nicola responded with “We could . . .” and never wrote it on the whiteboard. A part of me wanted to press the issue, to demand they be included in this mad plan. But another part of me held back, uncertain.

			I knew I was poking at something, something I didn’t fully understand, something that made Nicola’s lips thin and her fingers twitch around the whiteboard marker.

			But even so, despite the sick feeling that crept through my cracked porcelain skin whenever I thought of Ginger and Kyle’s wedding photo, I couldn’t forget who she was.

			No matter what happened between Nicola and Ginger, she was still my friend. I still cared about her. I was pretty sure Nicola still cared about her too. I was pretty sure Nicola cared more than she had any right to.

			Which somehow made everything even harder to understand. Nicola was a good person. Why would Ginger marry Kyle if she could make people like Nicola love her? Why would Kyle, if he was capable of getting a girl like Ginger, ever get in his car and drive to my grandma’s house? Why did he get so angry? Why did any of that ever happen?

			Why did he do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?

			Those questions kept bouncing back and forth inside my head, an old song now, still stuck on repeat. If Nicola heard them, she didn’t say anything. She passed out on the sofa sometime after midnight, a face-down tangle of limbs, her hearing aid squealing softly.

			I studied her.

			The sweat on her skin, the ink stains on her fingers, the jumble of mismatched tattoos on her arms. She was beautiful. Not pretty, not put together, not perfect . . . but beautiful. Not an awkward, gangly girl anymore, but a living, breathing woman. I couldn’t help but hate her a little bit for that. She’d moved out of home, cut off her long mane of brown hair, and stepped out into the world.

			And then Kyle had hurt her. I didn’t know the details. I didn’t need to. The details didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he’d done it. That meant Kyle didn’t just fuck up with me. He didn’t make a mistake that he would regret for the rest of his life. He was serial. A repeat offender. A bona fide monster.

			Time buffered as I watched her sleep, freezing, then juddering forward in quick, jerky frames. For a while, I let it happen and listened to Nicola’s snoring slur, then speed into a sharp, high-pitched staccato.

			Eventually, the sun snapped up over the horizon and Nicola woke with a static screech of sound, too fast to understand. I dipped myself into the time stream and wished I had teeth to grit as it pounded through me. Manipulating time was more than just draining. It was debilitating. But as long as I kept it to little nudges, gentle pulls and pushes, I hoped it wouldn’t be too bad.

			As the world slowed, I caught the end of a call Nicola was having, her phone held loosely in her hand, not anywhere near her ear. Her hearing aid must have Bluetooth. A function that was probably a hell of a lot more useful than whatever frequency or setting allowed her to (somewhat involuntarily) tune in to Lucy McQuinn FM.

			“. . . yeah. I know, Paul. I’m sorry, but I was up all night vomiting. It was gnarly. I can’t come in.”

			Liar, liar, pants on fire, I sang out softly.

			Nicola glanced at me, apologized to Paul one more time, and hung up. “I thought you were asleep.”

			I don’t sleep.

			“Except sometimes when you”⁠—she vanished and reappeared at my side, sitting on the coffee table, frowning⁠—“you hear me?”

			Sorry, I muttered.

			“You went to sleep again?”

			Went fast. Yeah. It comes on quick sometimes.

			“That’s you going fast?”

			Yeah. Just . . . think of me as AFK.

			Nicola nodded and followed my eyeline, turning to look at the whiteboard, our plans still scrawled across it. “Hey,” she said after a while. “Can I be honest with you for a sec?”

			I knew what that tone meant. I braced myself for sober-Nicola to kindly but carefully walk back all the promises high-Nicola made. She’d tell me Plan B wasn’t going to work, that it was too risky, that slowly driving someone insane with guilt was a fantasy, and not a very good one at that.

			Yeah? I said. What is it?

			Her smile was wide and toothy. “I’ve wanted to spray-paint that arsehole’s car for a long time.”
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			We couldn’t spray-paint the arsehole’s car. He kept it locked away in his garage: a big, modern, fancy one that would make a halfway decent fallout shelter, complete with a heavy roll-down door, zero windows, and a camera mounted under the eaves. We couldn’t put the ad in the newspaper either. Apparently, they had “concerns” about some of the wording. But that didn’t stop us. Or, more accurately, it didn’t stop her.

			Nicola. The bread, butter, and brains of the operation. You’d think I, being the ghost and all, would have more input into the actual haunting thing. But mostly, I just sat in her backpack, injected a witty one-liner here and there, and watched her work. And boy did she work.

			Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn, she wrote in letters that she shoved into every mail and PO box we passed. Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn, she typed up in bold print on a wanted poster she made with a photo swiped from LinkedIn. Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn, she copy-pasted into the mouths of a dozen sock-puppet accounts on a dozen different platforms, posting on every community page, every newsletter, making new ones as quick as the old ones got banned.

			She was relentless. She was tireless. She was amazing. So amazing I couldn’t help but hate her a little. Because, juxtaposed beside her amazingness, I felt like a sidekick. No, worse than a sidekick. Like a toy, a prop. The MacGuffin to her shining, noble hero’s journey.

			My one contribution to Plan B came in the form of a long, Shakespearean tirade that Nicola transcribed into a message for Kyle. It began with Hi Kyle, long time no see and ended with Got bored of waiting for you in hell, so the devil gave me a hall pass to come back to escort you down via express lane. See you soon, arsehole. This time, I’ll bring the vodka.

			He didn’t respond, which made me feel small and petty. No, not petty, pathetic. Like a child throwing stones at a mountain and expecting it to move.

			“Stones can cause avalanches,” Nicola replied, fishing that thought out of my mind with frightening ease.

			That was something I was still getting used to. Any thought I had, as long as I had it loud enough, ran the risk of being broadcast straight to Nicola’s hearing aid. So while she worked, I hung around and tried not to radiate too much negativity.

			I couldn’t have done a very good job, because she kept escalating, chucking bigger and bigger rocks at that mountain, looking for the avalanche.

			Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn, she spray-painted across a public bathroom mirror. Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn, she submitted as a theme idea for this year’s Flower Festival. Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn, she put in every geocache in a fifty-kilometer radius.

			You’d think, with all this going on, I wouldn’t have the time or mental energy left for an existential crisis, least of all on the topic of my sexuality. You’d be wrong. In the long hours between missions, my mind kept wandering back to the four words Nicola had underarmed at me so casually when she was high.

			“As if you weren’t.” Her response when I’d accused her of being sweet on Ginger. But it wasn’t just what she’d said; it was the way she’d said it. So sure. So confident. So unbothered. Which felt like some kind of sick joke, because those words had hit me like a nuclear bomb.

			Because yeah.

			Yeah.

			I had been sweet on Ginger. I hadn’t realized it. Or, more accurately, I hadn’t allowed myself to realize it. Which felt . . . sad.

			Nicola obviously wasn’t ashamed of her queerness. She also hadn’t been ashamed to admit she’d had a crush on Ginger. She owned those things with an ease, a confidence that made me seem small and silly in comparison. Her sexuality was just another aspect of herself. Mine was a top-secret document, all the lines redacted except for an “and” here and a “but” there. A mystery, even to myself.

			“As if you weren’t.”

			But not, apparently, to Nicola.

			Which felt unfair.

			I should have been the one to figure that shit out. Me. Not her. I should’ve been able to decode why my palms felt sweaty and my chest tight when Ginger smiled at me. I should’ve known why I wanted to buy drinks I’d thought she’d like, sparkly and sugary, even if I thought they were kinda disgusting. And yeah, OK, I admit it, the 139,720-word Carmilla-Laura fanfic was also a hint that I maybe on purpose wasn’t looking at too closely.

			But, in all fairness to myself, the fanfic had a “No Archive Warnings Apply” tag, which meant no kissing, no sex, just . . . vampiric longing. Which, weirdly, felt more natural, more normal than any amount of kissing and sex could ever be.

			How could I be sweet on Ginger when the idea of kissing her, of kissing anyone, felt . . . complicated. How could I be a lesbian and also not? How could I like girls but not want to have sex with them?

			For the Snark was a Boojum, you see.

			The worst part was, I’d never know. Not for sure. Any chance I had of experimenting, of figuring myself out, of being with anyone, boy or girl, was gone. I didn’t have a body anymore. Not a human one, anyway. I couldn’t go out into the world, cut my hair short, cover myself in funny little tattoos, and try kissing girls, or boys, or anyone else ever again.

			Kyle took that from me.

			I might be gay, or ace, or some other label I didn’t even know of. I might be an amalgamation, or I might invent my own category, just for me. But without a body, I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t test any hypothesis. I was stuck. Trapped. Reduced.

			All because of him.

			And instead of doing something about it, instead of hurting him the way he’d hurt me, I was just watching Nicola graffiti another wall.

			Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn.

			Plan B was a shit plan. It made me feel impotent and small; it made me feel like an add-on in my own revenge. But it was still better than nothing. It was a way to have Nicola on my side, to have a friend, one with hands that worked and lungs that breathed and a mouth that smiled and laughed.

			It was a shelter from the storm, small and flimsy, but the only piece of relief I’d gotten since I’d died.

			And so I went along with her, night after night. Everywhere we went we left the same five words.

			Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn, Nicola painted onto alleyways, street signs, and Lawson Quarry’s front window. Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn, she put on the noticeboard, between flyers for free puppies. Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn, she spammed into every inbox she could find, into every local Facebook group, into the very atmosphere.

			Whether they believed it or not, whether they cared or not, the whole town heard: Kyle Lawson killed Lucy McQuinn.
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			“I scrolled back through your aunt’s Facebook wall,” Nicola said one morning. Her breakfast was even worse than usual: a sludgy coffee in one hand, a single slice of toast, not even buttered, in the other. She leaned against the kitchen counter, sunlight hitting the speckled skin on her shoulders and injecting a hint of red into her hair.

			I was sitting on the kitchen floor, not looking half as majestic, twisty legs splayed out, torso propped upright with the help of my stick arm. You looked at Auntie Dawn’s Facebook?

			“Extensively,” she said around a mouthful of toast. “It was a slow day at work. I wanted to see if she’d posted anything about her sister.”

			Grandma.

			I thought of that photo Nicola showed me, Grandma and Auntie Dawn together, standing on the shore of a mirror-blue lake, hiking boots muddy and cheeks ruddy red from the cold. Alive. Far away, but alive.

			I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear anything different.

			Is she . . . ? I asked weakly.

			“Alive?” Nicola took a long swig of coffee. “I think so. I didn’t see anything on your aunt’s page that made me think her sister had died. I mean, maybe she did and your aunt never posted about it, but she uploads photos of every new leaf that appears in her garden, so I don’t think under-sharing is really her vibe.”

			I thought about the last time I saw Auntie Dawn, screaming as Grandma pulled her out of the room. She might only post about happy stuff.

			“Maybe,” Nicola conceded around a mouthful of toast. “But she posted a lot of stuff about you when you went missing. She talked about when your grandma’s place got condemned, said there was mold in the walls and that it made her see things. She posted when her dog died and⁠—”

			Auntie Dawn didn’t have a dog.

			Nicola frowned. “She said she buried him at the pet cemetery. You know the place? It’s a couple of kilometers down the highway in a sheep paddock. I saw a photo.”

			Auntie Dawn didn’t have a dog, I said again.

			Nicola kept frowning.

			I started to shake.

			Cookie. It had to be. Even if Auntie Dawn had a dog, she wouldn’t bury it here. This was our town. Grandma, me, and Cookie.

			“Are you OK?” Nicola asked.

			Yeah, I lied. Yeah. I’m fine.

			Cookie. Big, dumb, beautiful Cookie, who I’d imagined flopping around the snow, happy, stupid, and carefree, instead buried up the road in that crummy old pet cemetery. He’d tried to help me, tried to protect me from Kyle, and I’d locked him in my grandma’s bedroom.

			I wondered how long he’d spent in there. Days, probably. All weekend. It had been summer. He would’ve been hot, with no water. It was lucky he survived at all.

			I did that. I was the one who closed the door on him, ignored his barking, and let Kyle into the house. But he didn’t care. He still picked me up when I was hanging off the bookshelf by my lacy skirts, brought me to the sofa, and curled protectively around me.

			“You sure you’re good?” Nicola pushed.

			I was crumbling inward, the anger melting out of my body, loosening my duct tape, deflating my Bubble Wrap. I fell to the floor with a sad little flop, my head clanking hard against the checkered lino. I’m fine.

			Nicola didn’t ask again.

			He was an old dog. I should’ve known this was inevitable. I should’ve at least expected . . . but I hadn’t. He’d slipped away while my back was turned, leaving behind a slow, unfurling sort of grief, unlike the storm I was used to. It was a smaller, keener sort of pain. A knife, twisting slowly, sinking deeper between ribs I didn’t even have, into a heart I’d lost long ago.

			For the next few days, all I could think about was Cookie. The puppy Grandma had brought home, bony and shivering with too-big paws and mites on his ears. The way he curled up so small in my lap, his whole body taking up less space than his head would only a year later. I thought about the destructive whip of his tail, the deep bay of his bark, and the warm weight of his body pressing me into the sofa.

			Perhaps Nicola heard some of my thoughts. Or perhaps she didn’t need to. The dots weren’t hard to connect, after all. Dead dog. Despondent doll. DoesTheDogDie.com’s voter consensus: yes.

			A week, or maybe only a few days, later, she walked in the door carrying a box with an Ages 8 to 88 label on the side.

			“You’ll never believe what I found at Trash N’ Treasure.”

			Another haunted doll? I guessed.

			She arched an eyebrow. “Is my company not enough for you?”

			I didn’t mean . . .

			“I’m joking,” she said. “I’m not supporting two of you moochers. Though, now that I think about it, haunted-toy fights could be a lucrative little side hustle. I could make an arena, take bets. It’d be like BattleBots but way sadder.”

			I stood in the hallway, staring up at her.

			“That’s another joke,” she said after a while.

			Oh. OK . . .

			“I’m going to stop making a fool of myself and show you this. Are you ready?” She didn’t wait for me to respond before turning the box around to show me the front.

			Printed on it was a picture of a remote-controlled car, red with fat wheels, tread for days, and a combined driver-passenger compartment that looked just big enough to wedge myself into. It was also new. The cardboard box still shiny and plastic wrapped, the place where the price tag had been recently ripped off obvious. There was no way she’d gotten this at Trash N’ Treasure. She’d bought it at a toy store, probably for more money than I even wanted to think about.

			Why? I asked.

			She shrugged. “You seemed sad. You’re also really bad at walking, no offense. I thought this might be a two-birds-one-stone situation.”

			That night I sat on the corner of her workbench and watched as she sawed the roof off the passenger compartment, squirted glue onto all the sharp edges, and duct-taped the remote control onto the bonnet. It took a lot of wriggling and cursing to get myself wedged into the car⁠—I still didn’t have the luxury of working knees⁠—but eventually I managed to jam one leg into the passenger footwell and the other into the driver’s. When I leaned forward, my arms reached the knobs on the remote.

			It felt familiar, and it took me a moment to realize that was because the remote was similar to my PlayStation 2 controllers. Suddenly all those hours sunk into that ancient console didn’t feel like dead time; they felt like training. I stabbed the on button with my stick hand. The battery-powered engine came to life with an urgent whir.

			The next day, Nicola chucked a sickie and took me to the skate park near the river to practice.

			The skate park was near the creek, a zigzag of muddy water framed in dry, crackling reeds. Upstream it widened into a shallow rapid, overlooked by an old willow tree that Krissy and I used to climb in when we were kids. Downstream and the bank turned industrial, old scrapyards and the Lawson gravel yard. Here it was a piebald blend of the two extremes, nature pocked with cement, trees wrapped in caution tape.

			Nicola stood to the side with a broken TV remote, pressing random buttons, just to make me zipping around look a little less weird. I jerked and swerved my way slowly around the course at first, almost crashing half a dozen times before I started to get the hang of it. An hour in and I was racing, the wind whipping through my blonde bristles and whistling in the hole where my right eye used to be.

			I’d lost my eye patch. I didn’t care.

			Driving in loops around the cracked cement track didn’t fix anything. Not really. Cookie was still dead. I was still dead. Grandma still might be dead, and even if she wasn’t, she was across the Tasman Sea in New Zealand.

			No. The car didn’t make anything better. But it sure as fuck made it faster.

			There was something deeply cathartic about that.

			“That’s an ugly doll,” a kid with a skateboard, oversize kneepads, and no front teeth said to Nicola as I skidded to a stop at her feet, drawing a lopsided figure eight on the ground.

			“The ugliest,” she agreed.

			“Is it full of spiders?”

			“It’s full of something.”

			“I like it.”

			“Ten bucks.”

			He only had $4.50 in cash.

			That was a joke, right? I asked as she carried me, still wedged into the remote-controlled car, back to her much bigger, much less pretty car. You wouldn’t sell me.

			“Sure,” she said. “Why would I ever want to get rid of you? The haunted doll who tells me to go fuck myself and who hasn’t yet thanked me for buying her a new set of wheels.”

			You wouldn’t sell me, I said again, more confidently.

			“No,” she admitted after a pause. “I’m committed to the bit.”

			I love you too, Nic, I said, sickeningly sweet.

			She rolled her eyes. “Shut the hell up, Lu.”
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			A new mall was being built on the edge of town. A luxury shopping experience, the billboard promised. Right then, it didn’t look like a luxury anything. It was a square of bulldozed dirt, haphazardly dotted with scaffolds, a few slabs of cement, and a Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted sign zip-tied onto the fence.

			Nicola wasn’t the first person to ignore that sign. The chain mesh had several human-shaped holes cut into it.

			Is this where you buy pot? I asked, leaning out of her backpack to look around, the plastic jaws of the open zipper digging into my duct tape.

			It was night, the light on Nicola’s phone aimed at her feet. With every step she took, the shadows jerked and wobbled, dancing off the scattered pieces of construction equipment.

			Not that I was scared. No. No way. I was the haunted doll. I wasn’t scared of the dark. It was the dark that should be scared of me. But I’d admit I was . . . apprehensive. This wasn’t a breed of dark I was used to, the edges of it sharpened by Nicola’s light, the depths of it made deeper, and darker.

			“I buy my pot from Paul,” Nicola said, unbothered.

			Wait, Paul? As in your boss Paul? Comb-over, bifocals, and suspenders? That Paul?

			“I don’t know any others.”

			Oh . . . I thought he was, like, Mormon or something.

			“He is.”

			And a drug dealer?

			“Humans are funny like that,” she said.

			Complicated?

			“I was going to say hypocritical.”

			She stumbled over a small pebble, the light from her phone swinging suddenly to the side, making the shadows rush forward.

			I sank deeper into the backpack.

			My car was beneath me, the hard plastic of its wheel rim scraping against my porcelain leg. Also in the bag were a couple of cans of spray paint, a face mask for Nicola, and some printed copies of a missing-person poster with my old face on them. Our Plan B go bag.

			Is that why we’re here? I asked. To discuss the nature of humanity? I’m going to be real with you, Nic. I never was much on philosophy. The dark continued to dance as Nicola strode across the lot. Also, if it’s a deep and meaningful conversation you’re after, I think we can do that on your sofa.

			“This is more fun.”

			Is it?

			“We’re not here to chat,” she said. “We’re here to commit crimes.”

			But not a drug deal?

			“Not a drug deal.” She pointed up at the billboard promising luxury. It was big, really big, the sort of big that belonged in cities but felt out of place in our small, rural town. I had no idea how many eyeballs saw it a day. A marketing professional in a suit somewhere probably knew. I bet it was a lot.

			“What do you think?” she asked, sounding proud of herself. “Come on. You’ve got to give it to me. It’s better than a bathroom mirror.”

			Nic. You’re a genius.

			She grinned at me over her shoulder. “Either that or I’ve become addicted to vandalism. The high of paint fumes. The adrenaline of maybe getting caught.”

			If you want adrenaline, we could always go back to Plan A. Stop messing about and just kill the arsehole.

			Her grin grew sharper, drier. “Maybe you’re the devil after all. Maybe I’m slowly being corrupted by your weird, creepy little voice.”

			What did Batman say? You either die a hero or live to become the villain.

			“Two things. (A) That wasn’t Batman, and (B) that sounds an awful lot like you’re framing yourself as the hero.”

			Naturally.

			“Maybe I’m overdue a villain era,” she muttered, more to herself. “Team up with the devil. Do some damage.”

			Damage some doers, I suggested.

			She laughed. “You are a devil. But, hell, hanging out with your spooky ass beats sitting around wondering if it would be neater just to kill myself anyway.”

			I probably should’ve said something then, the sort of thing a friend is meant to say to another friend when they admit something dark and messed up. Before I could find the words, the moment slipped away and an awkward silence shuffled in, broken only by the rumble of the nearby highway and the barking of distant dogs.

			I watched the hungry shadows and tried not to let the thoughts inside me manifest into words.

			Nicola was the only person I had in the world. I needed her, more than I’d ever needed anyone. But strangely, I still didn’t know if we were friends. We were partners, accomplices, coconspirators . . . but friends? We hadn’t been friends in school. I hadn’t even known her name. We stayed up and watched The Walking Dead together, but I was pretty sure that if she could watch TV with anyone in the world, my name wouldn’t be on the top of that list.

			I owed her everything. She’d rescued me. She was helping me. She’d bought me a car. She was a good person. But that didn’t mean she wanted me to attempt to comfort her. It sounded like an excuse, even in my own mind.

			“Are you awake, Lu?”

			Yeah, I responded. Yeah. I’m sorry that you . . . um. Yeah. I’m sorry.

			Nicola kept walking, the light from her phone illuminating piles of dirt, concrete walls, scaffolds, and holes sprouting with rebar. Eventually, she came to the base of the billboard and shone her light at the metal legs. The first was unremarkable. The second had a ladder crudely welded onto the side. In my admittedly unprofessional opinion, it looked flimsy as fuck.

			“Shit,” Nicola whispered.

			What are you doing?

			“Hold my phone.” She held it over her shoulder, light shining forward. I wrapped my arms awkwardly around it, hugging the massive touch screen to my chest and twisting to direct the beam toward the ladder.

			Are you sure about this? I asked.

			“Nope,” she said, and started climbing. I sank a little deeper into the backpack, still clutching the phone. I wasn’t sure I was doing a very good job illuminating anything. I could see the dark brown of Nicola’s hair, the freckles at the back of her neck, and not much else. But Nicola didn’t complain. She just kept climbing.

			We were halfway up when the ladder creaked, metal squealing against metal. Nicola froze, her breath stopping short and her shoulders shaking. I clutched the phone tighter as the ladder creaked again, a low, angry moan.

			“Fuck,” Nicola whispered, tangling her limbs with the rungs. “Fuck fuck fuck.”

			Don’t worry, I said. If you fall and die, I’ll let you share my doll body. I meant it as a joke, but she didn’t laugh.

			“Fuck,” she said again. “What the fuck am I doing?”

			We can go down.

			“No. No. Fuck, I . . . just . . . Talk.”

			Talk?

			“Say something,” she snarled. “Just say something.”

			I racked my brain for something, anything to say. I . . . eh . . . Why’d you drop out of uni? It was the only thing I could think of.

			“That’s what you want to talk about? Me being a useless flunky?”

			No. I . . . I’m sorry. I⁠—

			“Did you mean that?” she asked, breathing fast. “About being able to share your doll body? If I die? Will I be able to possess the doll?”

			You’d need to pay rent, I replied.

			This time she did laugh, a tight, strangled sound that might not have been a laugh at all but a sob.

			For a long time, we hung there, her limbs tangled with the ladder as she breathed in and out with a steadiness that made me think she was counting in her head. Her knuckles were bone white, her forearms laced with veins. Despite the cold air there was a sparkle of sweat on her hairline.

			“I was already on my third try when we met at Ginger’s party,” she said suddenly.

			Your third try?

			“At university,” she said, speaking to the ladder.

			You don’t have to⁠—

			“Shut up. I’d moved to Sydney to attend med school. Dropped out in the first semester.”

			Why med school? I asked, just to keep her distracted, just to keep her talking.

			“I dunno. I guess that was the problem. I had picked something impressive sounding, not something that I really wanted to do.” She reached for the next rung. “For my second try, I went with veterinary science. Made it all the way to semester two before I crashed and burned. Take three was architecture and take four was philosophy.”

			That’s a lot, I said dumbly, still clutching the phone, trying to hold it steady as she pulled herself up.

			“Yeah,” she said. “My last try was fine art. Week one, I made a joke about the size of Michelangelo’s David’s cock. No one laughed. Couldn’t show my face there again.”

			You never seemed like the type to make cock jokes.

			Her laugh was tight, forced, almost angry. “I can make cock jokes. Did you hear the one about the guy who died of a Viagra overdose? They couldn’t close his cask⁠—”

			That’s a death joke, not a cock joke. You’re telling the dead girl a death joke.

			“Yeah, well, you asked the local disappointment why she dropped out of university, so I figure we’re one to one in the insensitive-arsehole competition.” She started climbing, slow and steady, one hand, then one foot, then the other hand, the other foot.

			I didn’t mean to be an insensitive arsehole, I said. I just thought you’d love university.

			“Me too,” she said; then she repeated it, softer, sadder. “Me too. School was easy. I figured uni would just be the same thing. But then I got there and . . . and it was hard. It was really hard. I don’t know why. I guess I was just second-guessing myself at every step. Is this really what I wanted to do? Is this who I wanted to be?”

			I knew the feeling.

			“And then my hearing loss got worse, the audiologist said it was time for hearing aids, which was just . . . another thing, you know.”

			I have a question, I said.

			“Yeah?”

			You’re saying “aids” plural, but I’ve only ever seen you wear one.

			“When you live your whole life on low volume, full surround-sound stereo can be pretty overwhelming. I usually leave one at home, top drawer beside my bed. Haven’t you noticed which side it’s on switches?”

			I hadn’t noticed that. Oh. Yeah. Sure.

			“You’re the worst. Kinda like my hearing aids. I couldn’t afford anything fancy, just the basic tech, covered by the government. They’re ugly, and echoey, and obvious, and . . . I dunno. I guess I didn’t want to be living in a strange city while I was figuring all that out. I came back to live in town for a bit and . . .” She exhaled, slow and shaky. “I guess I never left.”

			You think you’ll ever go back? I asked. Give higher education another try?

			“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe not. Honestly, the older I get, the more I think what I want to do, who I want to be, isn’t the sort of thing that can be found in a classroom.”

			But bachelor’s degrees are, like, helpful, right? In the job department?

			She coughs out a tight little laugh. “You sound like my parents. And I guess you’re right. But these last few years . . . I guess I haven’t really seen much future in them.” She was climbing faster, still only moving one limb at a time, but doing it steadily, face aimed up at the thin metal balcony wrapped around the base of the billboard above.

			Nic, I . . .

			“What about you?” she asked suddenly. “What was your plan?”

			My plan?

			“Yeah, what were you going to do after you graduated?”

			I studied business administration, I reminded her. It’s not very exciting.

			“What does a business administrator do?” she asked.

			Wear a shirt with buttons, I said. Fix jammed printers. Drink coffee. Answer emails. Put annoying people on hold.

			“Sounds amazing.”

			Just then, it did.

			“What kind of business would you want to run?”

			I’d never thought about it. While studying, my mind had been pretty set on getting a job a cent or two above minimum wage. I hadn’t speculated on anything more specific than that. But now . . .

			Something weird, I said. Something freaky.

			“Yeah,” Nicola said. “I figured.”

			Antiques, oddities, and curiosities.

			“Sounds like Trash N’ Treasure.”

			It is. It’s exactly like that. Except, you know, spookier.

			“I think that’s achievable, especially when the one answering emails and putting annoying people on hold is a haunted doll,” Nicola said. “People like a good gimmick.”

			I wanted to tell her not to do that. I knew she was just trying to be kind, but pretending an impossible thing could be a future thing didn’t feel like a kindness to me; it felt cruel. The sort of cruel that made my stitches tight and the plastic inside me twist and shake. But before I could say anything, her hand bumped against the edge of the balcony and she pulled herself up with a fevered “Oh thank God.”

			I didn’t think the half-meter-wide landing was much better than the ladder, but I didn’t say that as she leaned back against the billboard, pressing me up against it, breathing deep, slow, and shaky.

			There were a dozen floodlights pointing up at the billboard, making the fragile beam coming from the phone useless. I dropped it into the backpack, wedging it down beside my car so there was no danger of it falling out, and flopped out of the zipper onto Nicola’s shoulder.

			She winced but reached up to touch me. “Sorry. Kinda freaked out there.”

			It’s OK. Then, thinking about what I should’ve said before, I added, I’m glad you’re not dead.

			“Yeah,” she said. “Me too.”

			For a while, that was it. Neither of us said anything. We just sat on that rickety little balcony, bathed in bright fluorescent light, staring out over the construction site and the world beyond. We were on the side of the sign facing away from the town, toward the highway. The northbound lanes were awash with the angry red of taillights, southbound were spotted with high beams. Darkness blanketed everything else, but it wasn’t the close, erratic dark that had been dancing on the edge of the light below. It was a wider, safer sort of dark. A dark that belonged.

			Nicola wriggled out of the backpack and stood, keeping one hand against the billboard.

			She held a hand down to me. “Pass me the paint.”

			Oh . . . ah . . . right. I dropped down into the bag, now lit by Nicola’s phone. We had several aluminum paint cans: red, purple, black, neon green. They were the colors that had been on sale when Nicola bought them.

			Which color?

			“You choose.”

			I twisted to look up at the billboard, still visible through the open zipper. This close, I could see the pixelation of the text, printed in a bold font on a picture of a woman in a white dress, smiling dead-eyed toward the camera. A luxury shopping experience. Designer brands at discount prices. Exclusive international stores. Everything was oversaturated and clean. White on white on white.

			I grabbed the black paint.

			Nicola took it, straightened, and started painting. She wasn’t tall enough to reach even halfway up the billboard, but it didn’t matter. She made the letters as big as she could, balancing on her tiptoes and swinging her arm in wide arcs.

			I expected another Kyle Lawson Killed Lucy McQuinn. For whatever reason, perhaps creative license, or perhaps just not wanting to spend a lot of time committing literal crimes in literal floodlights, Nicola went with something a little simpler.

			Justice 4 Lucy.

			Has Kyle responded to my message? I asked when she returned to the backpack.

			Nicola pulled out her phone. “Nope. But I’ve got a read receipt.”

			A strange tingle of fear wormed through me. So he’s seen it.

			“Sure has.”

			And he’ll see this. I looked up at the billboard.

			“Unless he’s blind,” Nicola confirmed.

			How do we know any of this is working?

			“It’s going to take some time,” Nicola said, talking with the cadence of a prayer. “But that’s OK. If we just keep at him, he’ll break. I know it.”

			Can I send him another message? I asked.

			“Yeah,” she replied. “It’s your account. What do you want to say?”

			This time, instead of sending something long, rambling, and epic, I kept it simple.

			You scared yet, Kyle?

	
				
					[image: Part Five. And then everything went to shit.]
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			Three days later, spring ambushed. Hot air flooded in from the outback, flowers erupted, and insects swarmed. The Flower Festival⁠—the town’s annual springtime celebration⁠—took over the park, and a convoy of trucks blocked off the main street, a parade to celebrate the best local gardener, winner decided via Facebook poll.

			This year, the flower queen was a woman named Edith. She sat on a hay-bale throne in the back of a flatbed truck, tiara pinned onto her fluffy white curls, face flushed with embarrassment and delight as she waved at the people on the pavement.

			We were among them, Nicola holding me up so I could see.

			Nicola was wearing a flower crown and had given me a pair of fairy wings: wiry, glittery, and pink, the elastic shoulder straps knotted around my middle, the wingspan as wide as I was tall. When I caught a couple staring, I took a leaf out of Edith’s book and waved. Someone screamed, someone else laughed, a third person tapped Nicola on the shoulder and politely informed her of the situation. “Your doll moved.”

			“It’s haunted,” Nicola explained.

			“Ah. That’s a cool idea. Is it a puppet or battery powered?”

			It was October, a month that was slowly but surely being consumed by Halloween, an American holiday that had been in the early stages of importation when I was a kid but was clearly gaining a foothold now. The Flower Festival was not spared. In among the brightly colored stalls, the flowers, and the fairies, there were sheet ghosts, movie monsters, and the Scooby gang, laughing as they took a selfie together in front of the fountain. The face painter was doing as many skulls as they were butterflies, the local busker was collecting cash donations in a plastic jack-o’-lantern, and a couple of cardboard skeletons were swinging from the branches of the nearby cherry blossom tree.

			It was weird. It was messy. It was kinda fucked up.

			And for the first time in a really, really long time, I fit in.

			Once the parade was over, Nicola tucked me under her arm and walked around the festival, stopping to sample the honey, pet a dog, and buy a paper bag of overpriced cherries. It was the first real food I’d seen her eat, and she ate them in the most cursed way imaginable, pits, stalks, and all.

			There’s something deeply wrong with you.

			She ignored me, probably because there were people around, and carrying a weird creepy doll with you was bad enough, but talking to it was another thing entirely. In the interest of keeping Nicola out of the insane asylum, I didn’t say anything else. The last thing I needed was for the one human who could hear me to go the way of Renfield.

			Eventually, after we’d looped around the festival a couple of times, she found a spot in the corner of the park, away from the crowds, and sat with her back against a tree. I tottered around, drawing alarmed and amused looks from passersby while she pulled my car out of her backpack. Driving on grass was harder than I’d expected. It tangled around the front axle and turned the wheels slimy-wet. Several times, I hit a hidden pit or stone and flipped the car over. Nicola would only sigh and walk over to set me back on my wheels again.

			The world looked like it had a filter on it. The sky too blue, the grass too green, the chaotic mashup of the crowd⁠—some dressed in straw hats and florals, others as monsters and memes⁠—fading away into an artful blur. The filter extended to Nicola, her freckles golden brown, her lips stained dark red from the cherries. If this had been a scene in a movie, the music would’ve been something nostalgic and underproduced, a quavering voice set against the gentle strumming of a guitar.

			I should’ve slowed that moment down, stretched it out, made it last.

			But at the time, it didn’t feel special enough. It just felt like a day out. A break from Plan B. A fun, meaningless distraction.

			And perhaps that was exactly what it would’ve been, if what happened hadn’t happened.

			I was driving over a lump of grass, flopping forward to reach the knobs of the remote control, trying not to go too fast in case I flipped the car again. I didn’t realize anything was wrong until I heard the shouting, and even then I didn’t realize how wrong it was until I pivoted the car around and saw Nicola.

			She was standing, expression carefully blank, facing a woman with ombré hair in a flowery maxi dress. The woman was yelling, jabbing a finger at Nicola’s chest, voice loud enough that a small cluster of people had stopped to stare. One was even filming.

			“. . . can’t believe you’d do something this sick! I knew you were fucked up, but this?!”

			The filter fell away. The sky became insipid and shallow, the grass almost gray, Nicola’s face white beneath her freckles.

			I accelerated toward them, too fast. The front wheel bounced on the same lump I’d just been creeping over, and everything tipped to the side. My vision became a blur of crabgrass, dirt, and the purplish stems of yellow flowers. The weight of the car pinned me down. A couple of kids nearby yelped in surprise.

			Nic!

			She didn’t respond. She couldn’t.

			“You’re trying to frame my brother for murder!”

			Krissy. It was Krissy. The woman was Krissy.

			My best friend. The person I’d called the night I was murdered. Kyle’s twin sister.

			Krissy.

			I wriggled frantically, trying to twist my head, trying to see her, but I couldn’t. I was trapped beneath the car, the sound of her voice so sickeningly, heart-wrenchingly familiar.

			“I know it’s you,” she snarled. “You’re the one leaving all those messages around town. You’re the only one that hates him enough to do it.”

			Nic, I said. Give her your hearing aid. Let me talk to her.

			“You hacked into my dead friend’s Insta account,” Krissy said at the same time. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Who does shit like that?”

			I’ll explain everything. It’ll be OK. She knows me.

			“Krissy,” Nicola said, voice small.

			“No. Shut the hell up. You don’t get to call me Krissy. I’m Kristina to you, bitch. Kristina Maybelle Lawson. That’s the name that’s going to be printed on the court summons I send you if you don’t knock this Fatal Attraction shit off. He married Ginger. Get over it.”

			“Is that what he told you?” Nicola asked. “That I was upset he married Ginger?”

			“I was there,” Krissy snarled. “I saw the way you stormed off. Don’t pretend this is about anything else. I don’t care what lies you tried to tell, I know my brother. He rejected you and you couldn’t⁠—where the hell are you going?”

			“I don’t have to listen to this,” Nicola said, her voice small and raspy. She sounded like she was on the verge of tears.

			Nic, I said, softer. Nic. Please. Let me talk to her. Give her your hearing aid.

			“Listen to me!”

			“That’s not how this is going to happen,” Nicola said, and scooped me up. “I’m sorry.”

			“Oh,” Krissy snapped. “You’re sorry now, are you? Well, fuck you, Nicola Novković. Yeah, that’s right, I know your full name. I know your address too. I know where you work, I know where your parents work. I know everything about you. My family owns this town. If you don’t leave us alone, I swear to God, I will⁠—”

			Nic, I begged, and grabbed at her arms. Nic. Please. Nic. I can⁠—

			She shoved me, car and all, into her backpack.

			Nic!

			The zip closed with a sharp, plastic snarl, plunging me into darkness. Panic shot through my stitches. I was trapped, helpless, the sounds of the festival muffled and far away. I tried to move, but the paint cans fell on top of me, crushing me, suffocating me. Dying, it felt like dying, only this time there was nothing to grab on to. Nothing to save me. I clawed desperately at the darkness, kicking, flailing, screaming.

			“And another thing, if you think for one second Lucy wouldn’t punch your teeth out if she were here, then⁠—”

			“Krissy,” a new voice said, low and consoling. “Stop. It’s not worth it. Let’s get out of here.”

			My porcelain went cold, my insides twisted, my Bubble Wrap contracted so hard I felt some of it pop.

			Kyle. That voice belonged to Kyle.
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			He sounded so normal.

			So human.

			I couldn’t understand it. It was the same sick, estranged feeling I got whenever I thought of his wedding photo with Ginger. The same thing I felt whenever I remembered unlocking the screen door and letting him into my house.

			It didn’t make sense.

			How could someone like him chameleon so effortlessly into humanity? How could he sound like a regular guy, voice light, almost kind, when he’d done what he’d done to me?

			I thought of the way he’d smiled at me through the security door, vodka bottle held out before him like he’d expected me to reach through the mesh and take it. Except that wasn’t what he’d expected at all. He’d expected the door to open. He’d planned on it. That was why he’d been wearing that shark smile.

			He’d known he’d won.

			He’d known I was already dead.

			He was a monster. A shape-shifting morphling, able to mimic humans, to sound good and kind. But when you opened the door, when he got you alone, he’d hook his fingers in his cheeks and peel off his mask like a bad guy on Scooby-Doo.

			I’d known him as a kid. I’d seen him kick his legs as he watched Disney movies. I’d seen him play with his friends in the creek, water splashing, shoulders sunburned, face split into a wide, happy smile. But he wasn’t that boy anymore. Something had gone wrong. A monster had hatched, had eaten him from the inside out and was wearing his corpse like a skinsuit.

			I couldn’t accept anything else. I couldn’t think of Kyle as human. I couldn’t face the idea that there was nothing special about him, nothing different.

			Not then.
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			I floated through the darkness, jostled and jolted, my arms clanking against the cans of paint, my legs still jammed into the plastic chassis of my car. The time stream sucked at me, pulling and pushing like the tide. I tried to hold everything steady, to focus, but without any point of reference everything became a soup of fear, anger, and uncertainty. I didn’t know if it was minutes, hours, or days later when Nicola finally opened her backpack, the zipper parting, the world upending. I didn’t even have the energy to put my arms up as I fell, hard, onto a quilted blanket, bits of grass and dirt showering down around me.

			“I’m sorry,” Nicola said, her voice small as she touched me, gently pulling me out of the car and setting me on my back. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Are you awake? I’m sorry.”

			Her face swam into focus, flushed and freckled, brown eyes watery and red rimmed. She looked like she’d been crying. I didn’t care.

			Don’t do that to me again.

			“Lucy. I⁠—”

			Don’t do that to me again!

			“I didn’t have a choice.”

			Bull-fucking-shit you didn’t. You don’t get to just shove me into a backpack when⁠—

			“He was there, Lu. He was right th⁠—”

			I know he was there! Why didn’t you give Krissy your hearing aid?

			Nicola looked exhausted. “What do you think would have happened if I had? That she’d have just put it in her ear, heard your little voice, and agreed to help us take down her brother?”

			She’s my friend.

			“And he’s her brother.”

			She wouldn’t⁠—

			“She would, Lu. I’m telling you right now, she would stand by him. She’s done it already.”

			She would nev⁠—

			“No. Lu. Listen. Listen. The police pulled your phone records. Ginger told me they read out the text messages she’d sent you.”

			When? I snarled. You said you and Ginger weren’t friends anymore.

			“This was back when you first disappeared. Back when everyone was still looking for you.”

			Oh, so this town did care once.

			“People still care, Lu. I still care.”

			No. Fuck you. You didn’t care until you found me. But Krissy will. We’ve been friends since⁠—

			“The police pulled your phone records,” she said again, slowly, like she was trying to make me understand something. “They talked to Ginger about her messages, which means they had to have talked to Krissy too. She was your best friend, right? You talked a lot?”

			So?

			“And you phoned her the night you died. The last phone call your phone ever made was to her. That’s what you told me.”

			I talked to Kyle, not her.

			“On her phone. No way the police wouldn’t confront her about that.”

			Maybe Kyle deleted it from her phone’s logs.

			“That would only make the police more suspicious, press her harder. She has to know someone that night answered her phone, someone she trusted to leave it around, someone she was close to.”

			What are you getting at? I asked, even though I was pretty damn sure I knew exactly what she was saying.

			“Do you think,” she said gently, “there’s a chance that Krissy knows Ky⁠—”

			No, I said, jerking my head from side to side, my whole body shaking with rage. No. Krissy wouldn’t protect him. We’ve been friends since we were six. We talked on the phone all the time. Sometimes five times a day. She probably just forgot that we didn’t chat that day. She probably didn’t think twice about it.

			“Didn’t think twice? About the last day her best friend was ever seen?”

			She wouldn’t lie for Kyle. She wouldn’t. I’m her fri⁠—

			“You’re dead, Lu. You’ve been dead for years. Things have changed. People have changed. Everything has changed. Krissy isn’t going to⁠—”

			You didn’t even give her a chance! You just put me in the dark! Don’t ever put me in the dark!

			Nicola tossed the empty backpack aside, rubbed her face, and sat down on the bed beside me. “I . . . I’m sorry, Lu. I’m sorry. I couldn’t stay there. I⁠—”

			You could’ve given Krissy your⁠—

			“No,” she said, quietly this time. “No. That wouldn’t work. You can’t just hand someone a hearing aid. That’s weird. And even if it wasn’t, she hates me. She’s hated me ever since . . . ever since what happened with Kyle happened.” She raked her hand through her hair, making her mullet stand in a spiky dark crown. “She’s his sister. His sister.”

			She’s my friend, I said one more time.

			Nicola flopped back on the bed and closed her eyes. “Yeah,” she said. “I know she was.”

			Was.

			That word smashed around in my head like a panicked bird inside a cage, violent, desperate, and sad. I hated it. I hated her for saying it. I hated her so much that, for a brief terrible moment, I wanted to hurt her, to scream at her, punch her, kick her, and stab her with my stick arm over and over and over again until she was just like me.

			Dead. I wanted her dead.

			Except I didn’t really want that. I hated myself for even thinking it. Nicola was the only person I had in the entire world. The one who could hear me . . . but she wasn’t listening. She didn’t understand.

			Krissy was my friend. She’d been my friend since we were round-cheeked, knobbly-kneed, and gap-toothed. She’d braided my hair, salted leeches off my legs, and lied to keep me out of trouble, and I’d done all of those things for her too, a hundred times over.

			We were friends.

			We were the sort of friends that weren’t always kind or careful with each other. We were raw, unfiltered, sometimes even mean. All the worst fights I’d ever had I’d had with Krissy. But despite it, we always wound up back at each other’s sides. No matter what, we’d always come back together with an “I’m sorry,” an “I love you,” and a “Wanna get donuts?”

			That had to mean something. It had to.

			I’d told Nicola I didn’t feel pain, but that was a lie. I hurt. I hurt all over. My head pulsed, my eyes ached, and my porcelain felt like it was on fire. I wanted to cry. I needed to cry. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything.

			Nothing but get shoved aside the second I was in the way.

			Nicola was supposed to be on my side, but she’d stuffed me into her backpack and waited until she was all the way back home before letting me out.

			I’d agreed to Plan B. I was following her stupid fucking rules. I thought it was a compromise, an agreement, a fair partnership . . . but she hadn’t even tried to talk to Krissy.

			She hadn’t even tried.

			I sat up, my insides clenched into an angry lump, my whole body shaking.

			Out the window, dogs were barking. One of them sounded almost like Cookie, barks long, loud, and low.

			An idea formed. It was a shitty idea, a desperate idea, but it was the only one I had. I needed to talk to Krissy. I needed to explain everything. Plan B wasn’t working, but with her on our side we could change that. We could bring Kyle down, once and for all.

			Nicola might not see it now, but she’d understand. She would.

			I turned my head bit by bit until I could see Nicola in profile. She was staring upward, her gaze distant, breathing steady. Before I could think about what I was doing, before I could work out any doubts, I leaned back into the time stream.

			It buffeted against me, ripped through me, then broke, rapids becoming eddies that swirled outward.

			Nicola’s breathing slowed. The sound of the barking dogs grew deeper and longer until it became an eerie unnatural drone. I waited until Nicola looked frozen, until the light bulb overhead began to flicker . . . then I made my move.

			I crawled shakily across the mattress and onto the bedside table. It took a few attempts to wedge my stick up into the top drawer and several more attempts to push it open.

			Nicola’s spare hearing aid was exactly where she’d said it would be, in the drawer, lying beside a packet of Panadol and an old phone charger. I climbed into the drawer and scooped it clumsily into my arms.

			I didn’t know anything about hearing aids, but I could tell it was identical to her other one: a block of peach-colored plastic, a tube designed to hook around the ear, and a speaker encased in a silicone earmold. Carefully, I brought it to my face, until it was all I could see, and pushed it into the hole where my eye used to be.

			It rattled as it slid down the inside of my face, settling into the hollow of my neck. For a split second I felt a surge of panic as something inside me revolted against the idea of anything touching me there, but I fought it back.

			I needed to do this.

			Carefully, I poked my head up out of the drawer.

			Nicola lay where I’d left her, still and staring.

			She looked dead.

			The elongated bark of the dogs sounded like an earthquake, low, violent, and hungry, reverberating through the air, making my insides squirm and my limbs shake. The time stream was pulsing against me, trying to push forward faster. I fought it back as I climbed out of the drawer, kicking it closed behind me.

			The urge to cry hadn’t left. It burned my eyes like acid, squeezed my middle like a fist. Half walking, half crawling, I made my way back across the mattress and collapsed in a heap on Nicola’s patchwork quilt. The moment I did, the time stream tore away from me, too fast to control. I tried to slow it down, but I couldn’t hold it anymore.

			The barking pitched up, morphing from a drone into an alarm, painfully loud, like ripping metal. Nicola’s chest juddered, her breaths coming staccato quick, her head snapping to the side to look at me. Her pupils and lips blurred, the sound of her voice too high, too fast to understand.

			But it didn’t matter.

			I was done talking to her.

			She said something else, another distorted glitch of noise, then jerked upright. She stood by the bed for a long time, breathing inhumanly fast, eyes aimed toward me, blinking and blinking and blinking. I started to think she could see the hearing aid hidden inside my head, that she was going to pick me up off the bed, yank it out of my face, and throw me back into her backpack.

			Fear lumped up inside me, tangling with my exhaustion.

			Nic⁠—

			She zoomed into the bathroom. The slam of the door whip sharp.

			Time began to slow down as she showered, the sound of the pipes in the wall, at first the frantic rap of a snare drum, easing into a familiar rattle. I noticed she’d left her phone lying on the quilt. I army crawled over to it and pawed at the screen with my porcelain hand. Nothing.

			I tried my sharpened stick arm. Still nothing.

			I hadn’t thought of this.

			I didn’t know how touch screens worked, but if I had to guess, it probably had something to do with heat, or maybe electricity, or maybe human skin texture. Three things I didn’t have. I rubbed my stick arm against my duct tape, hoping to generate a little bit of warmth, and touched the screen. It stayed dark. Desperate, I rubbed harder, hard enough that bits of bark came off, and pushed more firmly, willing the screen to light up . . . and it did, with a blaze of glitchy, broken pixels. The image jerked and wobbled with electrical interference for a second before resolving into a home screen covered in app icons.

			Nicola didn’t have a pin.

			Of course.

			She was too trusting.

			The pipes were still rattling, Nicola was still in the shower, but she wouldn’t stay there forever, and I needed time to figure this out. I hugged her phone to my chest and scrambled clumsily to the side of the bed. I didn’t mean to fall, but I did, sliding gracelessly down the long drape of the quilt to land on the floorboards, hard enough to thump, but not hard enough to rebreak my legs.

			For a brief, terrifying second I froze, convinced Nicola had heard and was going to burst back into the room, wrapped in a towel. She’d discover me with her phone, yell at me, and put me back in the backpack, zipping it shut. But of course she didn’t. She was still in the shower, which meant her hearing aid was out. As long as I kept the volume down, I’d be OK.

			That was what I hoped, at least.

			I planted my legs wide and lurched to my feet, still hugging her phone, as big as my torso. The stolen hearing aid rattled inside my skull as I waddled forward, desperate for some sanctuary, some space. There wasn’t much on offer. Nicola’s home wasn’t anything like the one I’d grown up in. No boxes, no piles of clothes, no easy, obvious hiding places for a doll to wriggle into.

			Without options, I headed to the one place I knew Nicola couldn’t get me. The one guaranteed safe space.

			Behind the TV.

			It was as dusty and dark as I remembered, the wires tangling around my feet and sending me toppling forward. A daddy longlegs fled, scampering silently away on hair-thin legs. I propped the phone up against the wall, sat in front of it, and tried again to swipe at the screen.

			Nothing.

			I rubbed my stick arm against my duct tape again. It took several attempts before the screen responded, once again flickering and glitching for a second before displaying a jumble of apps. I scanned through them, hunting for Instagram. It took over a minute to find it. Brighter. Swirlier. Stranger. Not the icon I remembered. When I opened it, the first post that appeared was Krissy’s.

			Of course. Nicola didn’t have Instagram anymore. This was my account, and I didn’t have many friends.

			Krissy was at the Flower Festival, pouting, sunglasses frames in the shape of blooming flowers. Her hair was longer, blonder, her eyes crinkled around the corners, and her makeup tones had changed, but none of that mattered. She was still Krissy. And she wasn’t alone. In the background stood a man, face turned away from the camera, coppery hair cut short, hands in his pockets.

			There weren’t any scratches on his forearms. Not even a little one. He’d gotten away with it and I hadn’t even left a scar. Why couldn’t I have at least done that? Why couldn’t I stop him? Why⁠—no. It didn’t matter.

			I swiped over to Krissy’s profile. It felt like stepping onto an alien planet. Inspirational quotes, latte art, and a dizzying amount of likes. A reel of her doing her makeup in front of a ring light started to play.

			I unmuted it.

			“. . . the case I’ve found for you today is wild. So strap in, true-crime girlies, because this is one you don’t want to miss.”

			I muted it again, feeling sick.

			There were hundreds of comments, even more likes, and an affiliate link to a “12 day detritus destroyer detox drink” in the description. None of it matched with the version of Krissy I had in my head. Back in school, Krissy and I had been the losers, the freaks, the weird kids who were too loud, or too quiet, never the right volume to fit in.

			After we’d graduated, she’d started studying to be a teacher, another remote-learning course, though one I hadn’t gotten the grades to get into. She promised to drop out every week but never did. Except this wasn’t the profile of a teacher.

			Kristina Maybelle Lawson was her screen name. True crime and beauty blogger was written in her bio. There was also an Australian flag emoji, which was weird. She’d always said patriotism was cringey AF. For weirdos who didn’t have anything better to fangirl over. Back in high school, it wouldn’t matter how many “aussie aussie aussies” you’d toss her way; she’d never utter even a single “oi.”

			Nicola’s words crept back into my mind.

			“Things have changed. People have changed. Everything has changed.”

			Except I couldn’t believe Krissy had changed that much. Not really. We’d been best friends since we were six. She ate pineapple on pizza because fuck what anyone else thought. She could do the eeriest, funniest Skyrim NPC impression I’d ever seen. If I could just talk to her, she’d understand.

			I opened my messages.

			Krissy’s name was just below Kyle’s. A small unread-messages icon floated beside her profile picture. I tapped it and started scrolling. There were hundreds of messages, maybe thousands, some only a few words long, others unbroken paragraphs that filled the whole screen, stretching out like a carpet. Finally, I found a colored bubble, sitting on top of it all, like a cherry on top of a cake. The last message I’d sent her.

			I’m sorry, I can’t right now. Catch up tomorrow?

			She hadn’t responded.

			A few days later, her messages began.

			On Monday:

			Hey. Wanna catch up?

			On Tuesday:

			I’m bored. Come over.

			On Wednesday:

			Why aren’t you answering your texts? Are you mad at me? Did something go down at Ginger’s party? You can totally spill with me, you know that, right?

			On Thursday:

			OK, I’m fully freaked out now. Answer your phone.

			On Friday:

			The police came by this afternoon. They said you’re missing. They think I know something, which is crazy. They asked me for DNA. Seriously, Lucy, you need to come home.

			On Saturday:

			Please come home. I’m sorry if I was a bitch. I was just funked out that you got invited to Ginger’s and I didn’t, and that you didn’t tell me. It’s shit. This whole situation is shit. I overheard someone today say you’d been kidnapped. It’s fucked. Please just come home.

			The messages kept going like that for weeks.

			They talked about you on the radio today. I don’t even listen to the radio, but I listened to it. Honestly, it was spooky. They said stuff like “life of the party” and “she lit up the room.” Dead girl stuff. It scared the shit out of me. It also made me mad because you’re not dead. I know you’re not.

			I’ve got your 21st birthday present in my room. It’s wrapped and everything. When you come home, it’s yours.

			They’re offering a reward for you now. Did you know that? You’re in the paper, and not just the local paper either. Your photo is on the news in Sydney.

			If this is some weird, fucked up joke I’m literally going to kill you, just FYI.

			Then months.

			Less people came to your vigil thing this month. Dad said I shouldn’t get so upset about it, but it’s not fair. We still don’t know anything. The police are doing nothing. They accused your nan which is such bullshit.

			People are posting RIP on your photos. I’m so fucking angry. I wish I could log onto your account and delete all those comments. It’s fucked up. Like, if you’ve been kidnapped and you see those, that’d be the worst.

			I’m really sorry, Lucy. I’m sorry we didn’t hang out that weekend. I’m sorry everything went to shit. I hope you’re OK. Seriously, I know I wasn’t always the best friend or whatever, but I hope you’re OK.

			Then years.

			I bought you a 22nd birthday present.

			I’m dropping out of university. I don’t know why I thought I wanted to be a teacher. I hate school. I’ve always hated school. I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I’ll figure it out. If you were here, I know you’d just tell me to stop crying and get on with it. You were always a bitch like that. I miss you.

			I wish you were here.

			Fuck, if you’re not dead . . .

			I bought you a 23rd birthday present.

			I made a video about you. Is that weird? Yeah. It’s totally weird. It did really well on YouTube. Because, you know, unsolved case and all that. I just wanted to vent, because the police have done nothing for years. I didn’t think I’d get paid for it.

			You would never believe who Kyle started dating. Actually, you might believe it. I don’t believe it. I didn’t think he even knew anyone from our year at school. It’s Ginger btw, in case you ever read this. Not that you will.

			I bought you a 24th birthday present. My therapist said I shouldn’t. She said I should accept that you’re gone. I know she’s right. But, just in case, I bought it. Spoiler: It’s a big box of classic books. I don’t remember which ones were your favorite, so I got them all. Brontë, Austen, the gang’s all here. I’m putting it with the others just in case. But, and please don’t hate me for this if you are alive, it’s the last present I’m going to get. I need this to be the last.

			And then the most recent one.

			I miss you.

			She was still Krissy, still my friend. I had to believe that as I leaned forward and shook my head until Nicola’s spare hearing aid fell into my lap. I picked it up and, unsure of exactly what I was doing, pulled it close. There were no buttons, switches, or flashing lights. Just a closed battery compartment, a serial number, and a tiny red spot of paint.

			Hello, I whispered.

			I couldn’t hear anything.

			I pulled the spongy earmold up against my head and tried again. Hello.

			Still nothing, not even a pop of static.

			For a brief, awful moment I thought it had all been for nothing. I’d stolen Nicola’s hearing aid in some desperate, half-baked bid for control, but it didn’t matter. I was as powerless as I’d been in her bag, as I’d been on the shelf in Trash N’ Treasure, as I’d been when⁠— I curb stomped that thought before it could take hold, pushed the hearing aid against the phone’s microphone, and pressed the speaker icon. A boxy wavelength started scrolling along the bottom of the screen.

			Hello, I said again, the thought as loud as I could make it. Hello.

			The wavelength jumped, a tiny blip.

			My stuffing tight, my limbs shaking, I paused the recording and pressed playback.

			“Hello.”

			It was the first time I’d heard my voice since I’d died. I sounded strange. I sounded young. A girl, a ghost, calling out from some faraway place. But despite that, it sounded like me.

			I’d done it. I wasn’t sure how I’d done it, but I had. I’d stolen the magic out from under Nicola’s nose, seized a little piece of that power, and done with it what she told me I couldn’t do. I didn’t even feel bad about it, because despite what Nicola said, it was my voice, mine, and I was going to use it. I knew Krissy would help us. She wouldn’t defend Kyle, not once she knew what he’d done.

			I let myself imagine it. Krissy’s face twisting with rage, her voice rising with it. She wouldn’t waste time with Plan B. With her, it’d be bloody, it’d be brutal, it’d be beautiful.

			I unpaused the recording. The wavelength returned, slow and creeping. Suddenly, I didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t thought this far ahead. I honestly hadn’t thought about anything other than speaking to her again, having that chance. Now that it was here . . .

			“I’m sorry,” I finally managed, watching the audio wavelength shape my words. “I . . . I know you’re not going to believe this at first but . . . it’s me, Krissy. It’s me. It’s Lucy. I need your help.”

			I told her everything. I told her details I hadn’t told Nicola. I told her things I hadn’t even let myself dwell on. I told her I wasn’t sure if his face had really been as red as I remembered it, or if that had been my capillaries bursting. I told her how I’d clawed at him so hard I thought one of my nails came off, but I couldn’t feel it. I told her that I couldn’t hear anything in that final moment. Not even my own heart.

			“It was Kyle. He murdered me. I don’t know what he did with my body. Please. I know this is a fucked-up thing to hear, but it’s the truth. It’s the truth. Kyle killed me. Kyle also did whatever Nicola said he did to her. I wasn’t there, but I believe her. I don’t know if he’s broken inside, if alcohol changes him, or what. I don’t care. He did it. He’ll do it again if we don’t stop him. He’ll do it to Ginger. I know he’s your twin. I know you love him. I know he used to be good, when we were little, but he isn’t anymore. I’m sorry.”

			When I’d finished the recording, it was almost fifteen minutes long. Two buttons flashed below it, one pink, the other gray. Send. Delete.

			I stared at those two buttons for a long time, hesitation frothing like bile inside me, tightening my stitches and twisting my Bubble Wrap into a shrunken, deformed lump. I thought about everything I’d said, and all the ways I could say it better. I thought of all the memories we’d shared, and which ones I should’ve reminded her of. I thought of her yelling at Nicola in the park and Nicola throwing me into her backpack.

			The pipes had stopped rattling.

			The shower was off.

			“Lu?” Nicola called out. “Where’d you go?”

			I hit send.
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			The police came two days later, in the morning, before Nicola left for work. They didn’t knock on the door the way police do in movies. No pounding. No shouting. No barking dogs. None of the things that Hollywood had trained me to expect. Instead, they came with a soft knock, a nice knock, the knock of a neighbor asking for a cupful of sugar.

			There was something sadistic about that. It meant when Nicola opened the door, she did it with a curious smile, still holding her half-eaten unbuttered toast. She wasn’t prepared for a uniform, a badge, or papers with her name written on them.

			“I’m sorry to disturb you,” the first police officer said.

			“We know this is a delicate matter,” the second added.

			“We have to take you down to the station,” the first continued.

			“We’re very sorry about this,” the second concluded.

			I don’t know what happened to Nicola at the police station, but I do know what happened at her house while she was gone. Police officers, some of them in uniform, some plainclothed, walked around, looked inside cupboards and drawers, unpacked her backpack, and unzipped all the sofa cushions. They took photos of everything they found. The spray paint, the missing-person posters, the small whiteboard with Plan B on it.

			“It’s so sad.”

			“I’ve read about cases like this.”

			“Do you think she really believes this bullshit or is she just doing it for attention?”

			“Does it matter?”

			I was floppy with fear, my limbs loose as my anger fizzled and failed.

			This wasn’t right. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This wasn’t part of the plan.

			A massive hand wrapped around my middle, picking me up off the ground. I managed to kick and flail, stabbing clumsily at the thick, calloused knuckles. The cop yelped and dropped me onto the hardwood, my head snapping back, one leg cracking as the glue gave way.

			“Jesus Christ.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“The doll moved.”

			“The doll?”

			“It moved.”

			“You feeling all right, Kitcho?”

			“Yeah . . . Sorry. It’s been a long shift.”

			The cop with the camera snapped a photo of me, made a face at the display screen, and walked away.

			I gathered together the watery dregs of my anger and used it to crawl under the sofa, pushing through a thick carpet of dust until I was wedged tightly beneath the wooden frame. I was afraid. I was more afraid than I’d been since I’d died. I was afraid of what would happen if the cops decided to take me into evidence. I was afraid of what they were doing to Nicola down at the station. But more than anything else, I was afraid that this was my fault.

			I tried desperately to think of some reason this would be happening that wasn’t the message I’d sent Krissy. Perhaps there was a security camera somewhere that caught something. Maybe Nicola’s license plate had been recorded at the wrong place at the wrong time. Or perhaps it was Kyle.

			It wasn’t Krissy. It couldn’t be.

			She was my friend. She wouldn’t do that. Except what if she had?

			I thought of the woman I’d seen at the park, the pitch of her voice, the way she’d jabbed a finger into Nicola’s chest. I thought of her Instagram page, transformed from someone I knew into someone I didn’t.

			“Cannabis,” one of the cops called out from the kitchen.

			I squeezed myself down as small as I would go, my insides crumbling, my glue aching, my one eye frozen open, staring. I couldn’t take it anymore. I didn’t want to even think about it. I just wanted them out. I wanted Nicola back. I wanted none of this to ever have happened. I threw myself into the time stream. It was slow and sluggish. It took everything I had to drag it forward, faster and faster, until the police’s voices sounded like the screeching of alien birds and their footsteps like raindrops on a tin roof.

			They slammed the door as they left.

			The door slammed again when Nicola returned. It was dark by then, the light from the streetlamp falling through the window, burnt orange and flickering. I could see Nicola’s boots standing on the welcome mat. They stayed there for a long time, black with white socks and frayed yellow laces, only half done up.

			“Where are you?” Her voice sounded dry and damaged, like she’d been screaming.

			I didn’t answer.

			Her boots charged across the room, the heels thudding. The TV stand scraped against the floorboards as it was yanked out.

			The boots didn’t stop there. They marched back across the room and out into the hallway, vanishing from view. I heard the kitchen cabinets open, then the drawers.

			“Where. Are. You?”

			I tried to push myself back into the time stream. It felt like molasses, sticky and slow, clumping onto me, weighing me down. I was too exhausted to fight it. Too wrung out, too small, too afraid.

			“Do you know what you’ve done?” Nicola’s voice echoed through the house. “Do you even care? They took my phone. They looked at Instagram.” Something crashed. A bookcase collapsing. “Everyone already knows. They’re already talking about it. The crazy girl. The stupid girl. The mad girl. You’ve ruined my life. Fuck you. Fuck you.” Another crash. “Where are you?!”

			I imagined her finding me, taking me back out to the shed, and putting me back on the plywood table, palm flat against my torso, pinning me down. I imagined the rusty hammer, raised aloft. I imagined myself splintering, pieces of me tumbling away, shrinking down into a shard, a fragment. I imagined slipping off that tiny piece, falling away into the darkness, into the nothingness.

			“I wish I’d never found you,” Nicola rasped. “I wish I’d never bought you. I wish⁠—”

			I’m sorry, I whispered.

			Her boots thumped back toward me, shaking the floorboards, like an earthquake. She stopped in the middle of the room, waiting to see if I said anything else. I didn’t. I stayed curled and crumpled beneath the sofa, staring at those boots.

			A minute passed.

			Then two.

			Then ten.

			“Fuck you, Lucy McQuinn.” She said the words quiet and slow, so slow I would’ve thought time was lagging if I couldn’t also hear the broken wobble caught in the back of her throat. “Fuck you and fuck your vengeance. You don’t deserve it.”
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			Hours passed before I was brave enough to crawl out from beneath the sofa, weak and exhausted, my anger suffocated, my thoughts spiraling.

			I’d fucked up.

			I’d fucked everything up.

			I’d thought, by sending that recording to Krissy, I’d fix something. Something inside me, something between us, something I couldn’t even name. Instead, I’d brought everything crashing down. I’d been stupid, I’d been selfish. And what was worse, I’d known it. I’d known that by sending that message to Krissy, I was putting Nicola in danger. I’d done it anyway. I’d done it because I wanted to be right. I’d done it because I wanted Krissy to help us. I’d done it because Nicola had dropped me in her backpack and zipped it closed.

			I’d done it because I wanted to hurt her.

			Nicola’s last words echoed inside my head, over and over again, a CD stuttering on a scratch. “You don’t deserve it. You don’t deserve it. You don’t deserve it. You don’t deserve it.”

			She was right. I didn’t deserve my vengeance. I didn’t deserve her. I was a monster, and a clichéd one at that. The sort that pretended to be your friend, then stabbed you in the back. She’d been the one hanging up the missing-person posters, spray-painting the messages, coming up with the plans and executing them. I was nothing without her. A broken doll on a glass shelf, not even worth the discounted price tag.

			I emerged from beneath the sofa and kept crawling, dust clumping around the edges of my duct tape, making it peel and fray. I didn’t try to stand. I couldn’t muster the anger for it. And even if I could, I was broken. Old cracks had reopened, and new ones had formed around the clumps of glue. I felt my consciousness shrink as pieces fell away, a breadcrumb trail of broken porcelain stretched out behind me.

			I made it to the hallway and paused, taking in the wreckage.

			Nicola’s bedroom door was closed, but everything else hung open. The drawers, the cupboards, the cabinets, even the curtains. The light from the nearby streetlamp painted the contours of the wreckage in flickering, fluorescent blue. Fallen bookshelves, scattered belongings, broken things. The boot prints of the politely knocking police officers covered the carpet.

			Time sloshed sticky slow around me, transforming the tick of the clock into a slow throb and the hum of the fridge into a death rattle. I found what I was looking for in the corner of the hallway, lying on its side, clumps of grass still stuck in its wheel treads. The toy car.

			I didn’t know what the time was when I dragged myself through the cat flap. The microwave said it was 03:12, the oven said it was 02:54, and the old clock in the hallway said it was 01:10. All that mattered was that it was late enough to be early, Nicola wasn’t coming out of her room, and the street outside was deserted.

			I heaved my car through the cat flap, plastic scraping on wood, and fell backward as it slid through. It took a couple of attempts to climb into the toy car’s chassis and several more to press the on button on the remote control duct-taped to the bonnet.

			A small green light came on. I leaned against the knobs and the car moved, creeping toward the letter box, the engine grumbling low and slow as time stretched that short pathway out until it felt longer than an airport runway. The streetlight flickered as I finally made it onto the sidewalk and accelerated toward the main street.

			The roads were empty.

			I zigzagged along the cavernous lanes, weaving around speed bumps and running red lights. I didn’t know where I was going until I reached the first sign. It pointed toward the highway with a giant green arrow.

			“She buried him at the pet cemetery,” Nicola had said. “You know the place? It’s a couple of kilometers down the highway in a sheep paddock.”

			Cookie.

			I didn’t know if the toy car had enough battery to get there. I didn’t care. I steered in the direction of the arrow and accelerated. Dawn was just starting to pinken the horizon when I peeled off the entry ramp and started driving along the highway’s concrete shoulder, tires crunching and bouncing over broken glass and cracked tarmac. In the early-morning fog, the cars appeared suddenly, headlights blazing, engines roaring, then disappeared just as quick, taillights staining the fog red in front of me.

			I was too tired, my anger too decomposed, to do anything but lean against the knobs. The toy car’s whirring grew lower and slower as the battery drained, the speed dropping away bit by bit until I was barely moving. Or maybe time was barely moving. I didn’t know, and it didn’t matter. I just kept rolling forward, adjusting my course only to navigate around discarded hubcaps, chunks of torn rubber, and roadkill⁠—ruined, flattened corpses of rabbits, foxes, birds, a couple of bloated, beaten wombats, and one gargantuan kangaroo.

			Its fur was matted flat with dried blood and dew, its body torn open, exposing the broken cage of its ribs and the purplish brown of rotting viscera. Its claws were long and hooked, its legs and tail flung back for its last jump. Scavengers had already eaten the flesh off its face, leaving the skull exposed and yawning wider than it ever could’ve in life.

			It looked like a dinosaur. The Tyrannosaurus rex in Jurassic Park smashing through the electric fence and posing as she delivered her first iconic roar. Except there was nothing powerful or triumphant about the kangaroo. It wasn’t breaking free. It wasn’t going to kill anyone. It wasn’t going to save anyone in the final act of the film either.

			It was dead. Not just dead, destroyed. Crushed, broken, and left to rot.

			The awfulness of that choked me, strangled me, mauled me. The brutality and relentlessness of my grief somehow shocking all over again. I felt small. I felt destroyed. I felt the same way I’d felt when I stuck myself into this doll body, back before I knew I could move, before I’d adapted to the sickening stops and starts of the clock.

			Somehow I also felt the numb hopelessness I’d felt in the glass cabinet in Trash N’ Treasure. I’d lost. There was nothing I could do to save myself. There was nothing I could do to save the kangaroo either. It was done. It’d been done for a long time. It was stupid to think anything that devastating could ever be undone.

			Split in two, lost in both grief and nothingness, I did the only thing I could do. I kept going.

			The fog lifted. The traffic thickened. I passed by a roadworker with a slow/stop lollipop sign, the job I used to do before starting my business administration course. He filmed me with his phone but didn’t try to scoop me up. I watched him disappear in the reflective bit of plastic in my driver’s side mirror.

			The car finally ran out of battery, only a few meters from the Pet Cemetery sign made from a wooden pallet and the canvas of an old wool bale. I climbed out of the car and half walked, half crawled down the short dirt path.

			The pet cemetery itself was a tiny triangular slice taken out of a larger paddock, spotted with a motley collection of gravestones, some polished stone statues of sleeping cats and dogs, others just sticks with laminated photos stuck onto them. The grass was yellow and interwoven with thistles, blooming purple and white.

			The fence between the cemetery and the paddock next to it had fallen, and a flock of sheep were in among the gravestones, tearing at the overgrown grass. A few raised their heads and watched with elongated pupils as I stumbled from one grave to the other, reading the inscriptions. After a while, clearly deciding I wasn’t a threat, they bowed their heads and went back to eating.

			Eventually, I found him, at the very back row.

			The esteemed Colonel Cookie-Dough “Cookie” McQuinn.
Lover of liver treats and belly rubs, sworn foe of vacuum cleaners everywhere, gentlest soul ever put in a spiky collar.
He never learned to play dead, so when we saw him, we knew.

			The stone was a simple, uneven rock that looked like it was set by hand over the grave. The words had been carved deep and clear with an amateurish hand. Below them a single, giant paw print was already turning green with lichen.

			I sat down next to the stone, startling a huntsman spider that had been hiding in the grass nearby. It scurried away, looking like a strange, loping, eight-legged dog as it raced off through the grass.

			Cookie had tried to warn me about Kyle. He would’ve saved me, if he could. He didn’t deserve to die and be left behind.

			Time swirled forward. The sky bruised, the traffic on the highway thickened, and a sheep shoved me aside with its nose to get the grass I was sitting on. I let myself be shoved, slumping further against the ground and watching as the sheep devoured the grass with brutal efficiency, head jerking as it tore the blades from the earth.

			It was gangly and white with yellow eyes and ears heavy with tags. It had also been recently shorn, the lines of the clippers still visible in its wool. I hoped that meant it had been bred for its wool and not for its meat.

			Eventually, as the sun set, the flock finished stripping the cemetery of grass and filed one by one back through the hole in the fence, heading in a long train toward the distant shimmer of dam water.

			I imagined myself rotting into the earth, fabric shot through with worms, head crumbling away, finally dying and becoming dust and dirt and resting forever alongside Cookie. There were worse fates, I supposed.

			At least this way, I would be with family.
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			Days passed.

			Then weeks.

			The sky rolled overhead, dark and starry one moment, bright baby-boy blue the next. Clouds charged, like soldiers in an invading army, from one horizon to the other, then back, scattered and broken, in full-blown retreat. The passing traffic was an unnatural high-pitched scream that morphed into a dragon’s growl as the time stream slowed.

			The huntsman I’d seen when I first arrived at Cookie’s grave appeared to be a permanent resident of the graveyard. Or, at the very least, a frequent visitor. It emerged from time to time, scurrying over the tombstones and stalking through the yellowed grass like a lioness on the savanna, hunting down crickets, beetles, and, once, a small frog.

			I decided to call her Claudia.

			Claudia lost her wariness of me after a while, coming close enough for me to see the subtle stripes on her legs and the dignified, almost pensive set of her mandibles. Once, early in the morning, she climbed up my slumped torso, long legs gentle, to drink dew out of the open cavity in my head. I didn’t mind. I was happy to be useful. Besides, Claudia deserved the drink. She was a good spider, long and lanky with brown fur and a large fuzzy face, not unlike Cookie. I tried to reach out, to pat her, but all I could manage was a feeble jerk.

			She scurried back and hid beneath a nearby rock, a baleful eight-eyed glare aimed in my direction.

			I’m sorry, I thought. I shouldn’t be here. I know. This is your place, not mine. I don’t know why I’m here.

			Except that was a lie. I knew exactly why I was there, alone in the pet cemetery, trapped in a small and probably already moldy body held together with duct tape. It was because I hadn’t told anyone it was my graduation day. If I’d done that, if I’d said something at Ginger’s party, if I hadn’t been up in my own head about it, I could’ve had a nice time. I could’ve gotten to know Nicola, and perhaps some of Ginger’s other friends too. I could’ve stayed there and dinged my teaspoon with them all night long. But I didn’t.

			Why did I let that party get to me? Why did I look at those stupid Instagram comments? Why was that why I called Krissy? Why didn’t I hang up the second I heard Kyle’s voice? Why had I let him in the house despite Cookie’s warnings? Why had any of this happened?

			Why did Kyle do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?

			I thought of Ginger in her wedding dress, looking like a porcelain doll, a toy, dressed up as a bride. I thought of Nicola as she’d been at Ginger’s tea party, long brown hair, shy, uncertain smile. I thought of Krissy.

			The last time we’d hung out, back when both of our hearts beat, we’d played Monopoly. I remembered the organized way she’d laid out the Play-Doh-colored notes and how she’d wrinkled her nose when the dice tumbled into two ones.

			“What do you want to be when you grow up?” she’d asked as she nudged the silver Scottie dog forward a couple of spaces and drew from the community chest.

			“Don’t look now, Krissy. But we’re grown.”

			“No we aren’t. Grown people have shit figured out. I’ve got nothing figured out.”

			“What do you want to be?”

			“I don’t know. I’m meant to know by now, right? But I don’t. I thought I was going to become a teacher, but⁠—”

			“But you hate school.”

			“But I hate school,” she replied with a dramatic sigh. The dice rolled again. Two threes. I watched as she moved the dog up onto the vacant lot. It was one of the good ones, big and expensive, the last of a set.

			I looked down at my own properties, lined up in front of me, few in number and grossly mismatched. I’d known I wasn’t going to win this game. Weirdly, it was a relief. I didn’t have to keep caring if the conclusion was set in stone.

			“How’s your course going?” she asked.

			“Almost finished.”

			“Business, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“What are you going to do when it’s done?”

			“Business, I guess.”

			“Hate to break it to you, Lucy. But you don’t seem particularly good at taking care of business.” Another roll. Two sixes. I thought there was a rule about getting three doubles in a row. Go directly to jail, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars. But Krissy didn’t say anything, and so I didn’t either. She just moved the dog to its new spot, drew another card, and passed it to the empty seat beside her.

			There was something wrong with that seat in my memory. It was set out from the table, cards and properties laid in front of it, but empty, shadowy, wrong.

			“It’s my turn now,” Krissy said, which didn’t make sense, but somehow, in this memory, I nodded and watched as she rolled and moved her piece, the thimble, to a new spot.

			It didn’t matter anyway.

			I’d already lost.
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			It was a slow but soaking sort of wet, not heavy, not accompanied by booms of thunder or the weaving white tails of lightning, but still somehow able to flood gutters, to make tree branches hang heavy, to turn all the colors crisp and cold. Claudia was hiding in a crack in Cookie’s gravestone, angrily swiping the water from her fur, eight eyes glaring balefully up at the fuzzy gray sky. I imagined her with a voice like Gollum, all raspy and raw. We hatesss the wetsss. Then I reconsidered and assigned her an old English lady’s voice, the kind that you’d hear in a BBC drama. This weather is just frightful. How can I be expected to endure under such conditions?

			It’s not that bad, I told her. And it wasn’t. Rain was like one big shower, really. I missed showering. I missed feeling clean. I missed the routine of it, the privacy, the prickly pruned feeling of freshly scrubbed skin. This wasn’t that, but it felt close, water running over my brow, clearing the dust from my eye, and soaking into my fabric shoulders until I felt too heavy to move.

			I heard the slosh of a car bouncing through a puddle, the snarl of an ancient handbrake, and the gutting of an engine, but didn’t bother turning my head. People came sometimes. Not often, but occasionally. Last week a family had buried a goldfish here in a cardboard takeout container. It had been a brief but beautiful ceremony. A boy in too-big boots gave a shaky rendition of “Wind Beneath My Wings,” reprised as “Water Beneath My Fins,” sniffing loudly and wiping his eyes every few words. I wondered what was being buried today. A dog? A cat? A rabbit? A toad? I wondered what musical accompaniment I could expect.

			A shadow fell over me.

			“You. Are. The. Worst.”

			My porcelain went cold, my stitches tight. Slowly, I turned my head to look up at her. Nicola stood over me in an oversize yellow raincoat, hood up, shielding her face from the worst of the rain. Her lips were pressed flat, her car keys hanging from her knuckles, jangling with the shaking of her hands.

			Nic . . .

			“The fucking worst,” she snapped. “I’ve been looking for you for weeks. For weeks.”

			You said you⁠—

			“Wished I’d never met you? Yeah. I do. I really fucking do. But guess what? I did meet you. I did. And that means something to me. Everything’s tits up now because of you. My life is ruined. But that doesn’t mean you get to just vanish in the middle of the night like a gh⁠—” Her voice broke into a ragged inhale. With horror I realized she was crying, the big, gasping, gross sort of crying, the real sort of crying.

			Fear and confusion smashed and tangled inside me, violent and toothy. I wanted to talk to her, to run from her, to beg her forgiveness, or maybe just let her kick and smash me to pieces.

			I thought you wanted me t⁠—

			“You’re so fucking stupid,” she snarled, and scrubbed at her face, rough and angry. “You think I wanted you to leave? You think I wanted all that to be for nothing? I wanted to spend weeks looking for you? Weeks thinking maybe I was crazy after all? Weeks thinking I’d imagined everything?”

			I . . . didn’t think . . .

			“Oh. Great. That’s just great. She didn’t think. Just like when you messaged Krissy, you didn’t think. Well, guess what, Lu, you need to start thinking. You’re smart. I know you are. You use too many snobby words to be stupid.”

			I just . . . I didn’t think Krissy would⁠—

			“And I can barely hear you!” she yelled. “You couldn’t have chosen somewhere dry, could you? Somewhere indoors? Somewhere not beside a literal fucking highway? Background noise makes it harder for me to hear, you know. But no, oh no. You spooky little shits never think about anyone but yourself. So here we are, in the freezing cold, knocking off Stephen King, because of course, of fucking course.”

			I’m sorry, I said, forming the thought as clearly as I could. I’m sorry. I betrayed you. I⁠—

			“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, you sure did. But that’s not all you did. Before you betrayed me, you gave me hope, the first tiny piece of hope I’d had in a long time, and then you left and took that hope with you.”

			I started to shake. I couldn’t stop.

			“You know the thing that kept me going?” she said. “The one tiny piece of evidence that you left me?” She dug into the massive raincoat pocket and pulled out a tatty old book. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll. Original illustrations by Sir John Tenniel.

			My Bubble Wrap clumped up high in my chest. That’s⁠—

			“You told me your grandma’s books were at the store.” Her voice scraped out of her throat like sandpaper. “That meant you must’ve been real, because I didn’t know that, but you told me, and when I looked I found this.” She yanked open the front cover. Six words were scrawled on the white of the page, below the title, in my never-quite-got-a-pen-license handwriting: Property of the McQuinns. Paws off!!!

			I thought you never wanted to see me again, I whispered.

			“I decide that,” Nicola snarled, and snapped the book closed. “I decide when I’m done, not you. After everything, you just left, without even a ‘thank you,’ without even an ‘I’m sorry,’ without even a ‘goodbye.’ You left.” Her cheeks were hollow, her eyes red, and her skin pale beneath her freckles. She looked like Grandma had looked when she’d picked me up.

			I’m sorry, I said again.

			“No. Fuck you. Fuck you. You don’t even . . . you don’t even know. You don’t know what you did. I looked everywhere for you, Lu. I tore up the apartment, the floorboards, I climbed back up that billboard, I walked around the street at night and called your name. I didn’t think of this place until this morning. Have you been here this whole time?”

			Yeah.

			She threw the book down in the mud at my feet and started pacing, her boots squashing, her hands shaking. “It’s so obvious,” she croaked. “I should’ve known this was where you were. I should’ve known. I’m so . . .”

			The rain was starting to come down harder again, morphing from a drizzle into a soft but drenching shower. I reached out and clumsily pulled Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland into my lap, heaving closed the massive cover before the pages could get any wetter.

			Nicola kept pacing, ripping through the grass and thistles, sliding in the mud, slipping, but not enough for her to fall, not enough for her to stop. There was a wildness to her that hadn’t been there before, a fury. I watched her pace, all hard edges and stamping feet, her breath steaming the air in front of her face.

			Does everyone hate you? I asked weakly.

			“No,” she snapped. “No. It’s worse than that. They don’t hate me. They pity me. Kyle said he didn’t want to press charges, that he understood that I didn’t mean any harm, and oh what a good guy he is, what a hero. That’s what my parents said when they gave me money for a fancy psychiatrist. That’s what Krissy said in her stupid video about this. I should be grateful Kyle is such a nice upstanding empathetic guy.”

			I felt sick. Do you hate me?

			She stopped pacing and stared down at me. “What do you think?”

			It’s OK. You should hate me. I⁠—

			“For fuck’s sake. I don’t hate you. I never did. I’m angry at you, Lucy McQuinn. I’m really fucking angry.”

			Oh . . .

			“You knew what you did would hurt me,” she plowed on. “You knew and you did it⁠—”

			I didn’t know.

			“If you thought about it for even a second, you would’ve realized you were throwing me under the bus. But you didn’t. You didn’t think about me. You didn’t say a thing. You went behind my back and fucked my life up, just so you could maybe trade me in for someone you liked better.”

			No, I said. No. That wasn’t it. I . . . I was just . . . You put me in your backpack, and it was . . . it was like dying, Nic. Being put in that dark place, not being able to get out. I . . . I just wanted to talk to Krissy. That’s all I wanted to do. I thought she could help us, and you . . . you put me in the dark.

			“I listened to the message you sent her,” Nicola said. “The police played it for me. They played it over and over again. The bit where you said, ‘I know this is a fucked-up thing to hear’ was their favorite. They said that was my conscience talking, and that I should listen to it. Every time I said ‘I didn’t do it’ or ‘leave me alone’ or ‘no comment,’ they’d play it again like some fucked-up game of Marco Polo. They think I used AI to re-create your voice.”

			AI can do that now?

			“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah it can. And guess who could’ve told you that? Me. If you’d asked.”

			We were both shaking now, her hands, my whole body. The only thing keeping me anchored was the book clutched to my chest, big enough that it felt a little like hugging a table, but I wasn’t willing to put it down, no matter how awkward. I just . . . I wanted Krissy to know, I whispered. I thought if she knew . . .

			“She doesn’t want to know, Lu,” Nicola said, voice lower. “She doesn’t.”

			But . . . she’s my friend.

			Nicola cursed under her breath and sat down heavily beside me, heedless of the mud that squelched beneath her.

			Claudia retreated deeper into her crevice, tucking her long stripy brown legs beneath herself and watching on in silent judgment. All the commotion. It’s disgraceful. You should all be ashamed of yourselves.

			“I’m sorry your friend didn’t believe you,” Nicola said, voice hoarse. “I’m sorry she let you down. I know what that feels like, and . . . I’m sorry.”

			I’m sorry I let you down.

			“You didn’t, actually. You betrayed me, you fucked everything up, you ruined my life, but you didn’t let me down.”

			I didn’t know what to say to that except . . . I’m sorry.

			“Yeah,” she said, and bowed her head. “I know. I know you are. I am too.”

			We sat there for a long time, Nicola with her elbows resting on her bent knees, head down. Me curled around the book, trying, uselessly, to keep it dry as the rain came thicker and heavier. This wasn’t my favorite of Grandma’s books, but it was hers, creased and dog-eared. I knew it would naturally fall open to that full-page illustration of the Hatter. The page that Grandma and I had used to make my cosplay.

			I hadn’t thought about this book since I’d died, but now it suddenly felt precious. More precious than anything else she could’ve given me. I didn’t want it to get wet. Perhaps I thought part of that thought out loud, or perhaps Nicola noticed the way I was trying to shield the book with my body, because she picked up the book with me on top of it and bundled both of us into her coat.

			She smelled of sweat and smoke and something I couldn’t name, something uniquely her.

			I kicked and wriggled until my face poked through the zipper. She was looking down at me, water dripping off her hood, shimmery and slow. Time wasn’t moving right, like a YouTube video on 0.75 playback speed. But that was OK. I didn’t mind sitting a little longer with Nicola.

			“This wasn’t your aunt’s dog, was it?” she asked after a while, low and tired.

			He was my grandma’s dog. My dog. We got him when I was little. He was little too, a puppy from a friend of a friend. His paws were too big and his head too heavy. He was the color of mixed cookie dough, so that’s what we called him. He wasn’t a very good guard dog, but he tried, he tried really hard. He was the only one who knew Kyle killed me.

			She exhaled and rubbed her eyes. “So there was a witness.”

			One.

			For a moment I heard Cookie’s barking again, echoing through the walls at my grandma’s house. Kyle’s voice was mixed into the soup of the memory, a hissed “Shut up, shut up, shut up” slipping beneath Cookie’s panicked baying.

			“Shit,” Nicola rasped. “Shit. This situation is so fucking shit.”

			You can leave me here if you like, I said.

			“To do what? Slowly decompose?”

			That was the plan.

			“No,” she said, angry again, though I wasn’t sure why. “No. That’s not how this is ending, Lu. I’m not letting you give up. Not now. Kyle has taken so fucking much. So fucking much. He doesn’t get to just walk away from this. I need you.”

			You need me? I echoed dumbly.

			“Yes,” she said. “I do. I need you to stay angry, to stay fighting, because I’m angry, I’m fighting, I’m finally fighting and I . . . I can’t do this alone. I need you with me. I want you with me. I want to finish this. And maybe we can now that . . .”

			What?

			“Something’s happened,” she said. “Something I didn’t . . . I didn’t think would ever happen.”

			What sort of something?

			“The spooky sort of something.”

			My speciality, I said, trying to joke, but it came out wrong.

			Nicola laughed anyway, her voice also wrong. I thought then about how we would’ve looked if anyone else were there, a couple of fuckups, of losers, of victims, sitting in the rain and mud. The world’s shittiest vengeful spirit and the world’s best friend. Strangely, that made me want to laugh too. To laugh so hard my fabric burst and my stuffing spilled out. To laugh so hard I cried. I wanted, more than anything else, to cry.

			Nicola stood, the backs of her thighs coated in mud. Her clothes, hair, and eyes shimmering wet. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”

			You mean it?

			“Yeah. I do.”

			I didn’t know how to respond to that. Even if I had, I wouldn’t have been able to say it. My thoughts were churning and choked as she picked me up, rain jacket, book, and all. I felt loose, I felt undone, I felt . . . remade. I didn’t think I deserved to feel that. But I felt it all the same. Unfurling inside me, warm, desperate, and hopeful.

			It was only when I was tucked tight beneath her arm that I managed to untangle the scramble of emotions in my head into coherent words. Bye, Cookie. I love you. After a beat I added, You too, Claudia. Thanks for hanging out with me.

			Goodbye, precious, I imagined her responding in her BBC voice. Bring an offering if you ever deign to return. Crickets, beetles, it does not matter, so long as it’s raw and wri⁠—

			“Claudia?” Nicola asked.

			Just a friend.

			“Oh . . . um . . . Is it a cat ghost or a dog ghost?”

			She’s a huntsman.

			“Like . . . Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs or . . . ?”

			A huntsman spider. I looked up. You know, the big brown ones the size of your hand?

			Nicola’s face was white beneath her freckles. “The size of your hand or my hand?”

			Your hand. She’s the size of my whole upper body. It’s great.

			“I didn’t think spiders would have ghosts.”

			She’s not a ghost. She’s alive and hiding right over . . . oh. She’s gone. Huh. Weird. Well, she must have moved. She’s sneaky like that. You never know where she’s going to pop out from.

			“You’re the worst,” Nicola muttered as she stumbled back toward her car, moving as fast as her too-big boots allowed. “The absolute worst.”
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			Nicola put me in the passenger seat, clipped the seat belt over my lap, then drove to the nearest Macca’s, where she bought a strawberry milkshake that smelled so sugary I wished I had a stomach so I could hurl. Have you considered eating real food?

			“Have you considered that you’re still on thin ice, you porcelain piece of shit?” she said, exhausted and without venom.

			Please.

			Nicola rolled her eyes but cycled back through the drive-through a second time to pick up a burger and some chips. There was a single leaf of lettuce in the burger, which (if the dim achiness of her skin was any indication) might have been the healthiest thing she’d eaten since I’d left. And she did eat it. Sitting in the parking lot overlooking the highway, she ate quickly, desperately, as if she’d been starving but had only realized when the food touched her tongue.

			Are you OK?

			“No,” she said around a mouthful of chips. “No. I . . .” She swallowed. “It’s been a shit few weeks, Lu. A real shit few weeks. The worst I’ve ever had.”

			Those words sank into me, cold, ugly, and sharp all over.

			I’m sorry.

			“You keep saying that.”

			I am sorry.

			“I don’t need you to be sorry, I need you to be on my side.”

			I am on your side.

			“Right.” She took a massive bite of her burger, did a distressingly cursory chew, and swallowed loudly. “Sometimes you are. When it suits you.”

			That’s not⁠—

			“And you know what the worst thing is? I get it. I do. I know you’re the star of this unholy shit show, Lu. I know that. This is your revenge, and I’m trying to help, I’m trying to do the right thing, be a good Robin to your Batman, but⁠—”

			Wait. You think you’re the sidekick?

			“You’re not going to sit there and pretend that if we were characters in a comic book, it’d be my name on the cover.”

			No, I said. But that’s because superheroes never use their true names. It was a corny line, so corny it ran the risk of disrupting the whole corn industry, but it seemed to work. The furrow between Nicola’s brows eased; the hard line of her shoulders softened.

			“You’re such a fucking nerd.”

			I know, I said. And I know I fucked up. But I’m on your side, Nic. I am. I never didn’t want to be on your side.

			“Huh,” she said, and took another bite of her burger, chewing a little more thoroughly. “So,” she said as she swallowed. “I’ve got to ask, now that we’re on each other’s side again . . . did you send anyone else a message?”

			No.

			“Are you sure? It was only Krissy you messaged? Not anyone else?”

			I didn’t have your phone for long.

			“Is that how you did it? With my phone?”

			And your spare hearing aid. I put it back in the drawer.

			“I thought so.” She frowned down at the scrappy remains of her burger. “Honestly, the only thing I couldn’t figure out was how you’d got a battery into it.”

			I stared at her. Say again?

			“How’d you get the battery into the hearing aid?” she asked. “I think it’s fiddly as fuck, and I have fingers. How’d you do it?”

			I . . . I didn’t. It already had a battery in it.

			She was shaking her head before I’d finished talking. “The battery goes dead if I leave it in when I’m not using it. The one in my drawer never has a battery in it.”

			I couldn’t think of anything to say except . . . Are you sure?

			She coughed out a laugh. “You know how expensive batteries are? Even if I buy them in bulk, they still set me back a couple of hundred every year, which may not seem like much to some, but I don’t have much, being a minimum wager and all. So yeah, I’m sure.”

			The hearing aid from the drawer didn’t have a battery in it. It had been dead when I’d held it against the phone to send a message to Krissy. Which meant . . .

			Ghost Lore Fact #2: Ghosts can’t make sound, but they can manipulate the real world. Amended addendum: Ghosts can make sound after all, via this one random woman’s hearing aid technology. Further investigation required.

			“Huh,” Nicola said, perhaps hearing my thoughts, perhaps realizing the same thing at the same time.

			It should’ve been good news. It was good news. I wasn’t tethered to Nicola. I could, if I could figure out how, use a phone, and maybe other things too. I was free. But for some reason, sitting in the oversize passenger seat, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland sitting like a blanket on my lap, I didn’t feel free. As absurd as it was, I felt like I’d lost something. It wasn’t a big loss, especially not compared to everything else. But I still felt it, small and slicing. I’d so readily accepted that her hearing aids were somehow magical. I thought maybe she had too. More than just a glitch, they were a thread of fate, tying us together⁠—her to me, me to her.

			I . . . I didn’t . . . I just sent the one message to Krissy, I said, trying to recenter myself in the conversation. That was . . . um . . . that was all.

			“Right,” she muttered. “OK.”

			Why? I asked. What’s happened?

			She frowned down at the remains of her burger. “I got a message from Ginger last night.”

			From Ginger, I repeated dumbly.

			“Yeah,” she said, and took another bite. “From Ginger.”

			The name triggered a bombardment of memories. Ginger in high school, chewing the inside of her cheek as she stared down at her maths book. Ginger the day I died, eyelids glittering pink and brows creased with worry as I walked out of her party. Ginger standing beside Kyle, smiling at the camera, white all over, and covered in lace like cobwebs.

			What does she want?

			“To talk.”

			About?

			“If I had one guess?” Nicola looked at me meaningfully. “She probably wants to know why I went crazy and tried to frame her husband for murder.”

			Oh.

			“Yeah,” she said, and took another messy bite. “Oh.”

			Nicola had said something spooky had happened. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting. A ghost, maybe. One older and wiser than I was. The Yoda to my Luke Skywalker. Or maybe a demon, all fiery, horned, and ready to drag me down to hell. That wouldn’t have been as scary as this. Another person. Another person who could help us. Another person who could hurt us. After Krissy, I wasn’t sure I was ready for another person. After Krissy, I didn’t think I’d ever be ready for another person.

			“I want you to be there,” Nicola said. “When I meet her, I want you to be there. But you can’t say a single word. Not one. I don’t care how badly you think I’m fucking up. You can’t say anything. That’s what I need from you, Lu. I need you to trust me. I need you to believe that I know what’s going on here better than you do. Can you do that?”

			Time was still moving too slow, slurring her words, dragging her voice down, making the V of birds I could see flying overhead seem just slightly, eerily off. Their wingbeats too slow, their progress too creeping.

			The rain had stopped . . .

			“Can you do that?” she asked again, frustration leaking into her voice.

			Yeah, I said. Yeah, I . . . I’ll try.

			“No. No trying. You’re going to listen. I need you to hear this. Whatever she says, I need you to hear it, and then together we decide what we’re going to do next. Got it?”

			Got it, I repeated.

			She finished off her hamburger, washing it down with a long, deep gulp from her milkshake. It left a mustache of bubbly pink foam on her upper lip that she sucked off. Strangely, stupidly, I caught myself thinking how imperfect she looked, how messy, how alive . . . and how beautiful.

			When are you meeting her?

			“She has a part-time shift at the library,” Nicola said. “Told me she gets off at six.”

			What time is it?

			“Twenty past five,” she said with the surety of someone who’d been watching the clock for a while now.

			Forty minutes?

			“Forty minutes,” she confirmed, and took another deep, long gulp of milkshake. “Thirty-nine minutes now.”

			It seemed too soon. Only an hour ago, I was lying on Cookie’s grave in the grass and dirt, watching the rain and assigning imaginary voices to a spider. I wasn’t sure I was ready for the real world again. It still felt like a dream being in Nicola’s car, clipped into the seat belt as if I had a life to lose, listening to her voice and watching her eat.

			I don’t . . . I don’t think . . .

			“If you don’t want to see her, I’m not going to either. I’ll tell her I can’t make it. We’ll go home and watch TV.”

			You could go without me, I suggested weakly.

			“No.” She shook her head. “No way. You’ll disappear again.”

			I won’t.

			“No way,” she said, head still shaking. “No way.”

			I twitched unhappily, my mind a mess of Ginger, Krissy, and Kyle. They felt like monsters to me then. All of them. Krissy, who should’ve been the one who helped me. Ginger, who should’ve been the one who helped Nicola. And Kyle, face red and contorted, teeth white and bared, forearms scratched bloody but still pressing down, heavy and crushing.

			The numbness that had blanketed me for weeks suddenly felt dangerously thin. The storm of grief beyond it closer and more violent than ever before.

			I wanted to run away, back to Nicola’s house, back to Cookie’s grave, back to an impossible place, where I still had a body, a life, and a grandma who could hug me tight enough that my bones clicked. But I couldn’t. There was no rewind button, not even for the dead. Running to Cookie’s grave hadn’t changed that. The only thing it’d done was hurt Nicola . . . and she didn’t deserve that.

			Kyle did this. He did all of it. If there was even a tiny chance that we could make him feel a fraction of the pain he’d caused . . .

			“Thirty-eight minutes,” Nicola said. “If you want to veto this, you’re going to have to do it soon.”

			I have one question, I said.

			“Only one?”

			How are you going to explain the broken doll in your car?

			Half an hour later I was in the back seat, hidden beneath the empty M-branded paper bag from Nicola’s Macca’s run. I could see, peeking out between the carefully placed rubbish, the gap between the driver’s and front passenger’s seats. Through the windshield the library’s arched roof was silhouetted against a purpling sky.

			Last time I was here, I was printing off my certificate. It was a strange thought, one I didn’t know what to do with other than voice it. The librarian let me steal a plastic sleeve. That was nice. I wonder if she still works here.

			Nicola’s gaze flicked up to meet mine in the rearview mirror and then danced back down again. She was back in the driver’s seat, leg bouncing, hands shoved into her armpits. She’d turned an ancient-looking radio on when we’d pulled up. The song that was playing now was full of sawing violins and raw-throated vocals. I couldn’t tell if it was a love song or a breakup song. When it finished, half a dozen ads played; then another song started, this one a cacophony of pounding drums, clapping hands, and long, happy shouts.

			“Feeling kinda envious of your time-control powers right now,” Nicola muttered.

			Oh yeah, it’s awesome, I said, letting sarcasm soak the words in my mind. The best part about being dead.

			Another ad break.

			Another song.

			“I bet Ginger wouldn’t let you steal a plastic sleeve,” Nicola said, bitter. “Her eyes would go all big, and sad, and she’d tell you how she’d love to help, but that’d be against the rules and she can’t ever, ever break the rules.”

			Another ad break.

			Another song.

			I was just starting to think that perhaps Ginger wouldn’t show, that we’d be able to go back to Nicola’s place, watch TV, and pretend none of this had happened, at least for a few days more. It was a disturbingly beautiful thought, one I wanted to be true more than I should have. But then Nicola sat up straighter, and I knew we weren’t going to be so lucky.

			“Not a word, Lu,” she said softly. “That was your promise. Not a word. I . . . I won’t be able to do this if you’re talking too.”

			Not a word, I said.

			Only a few seconds later the passenger’s side door opened and someone sat down. I couldn’t see her. Not really. Hidden in my pile of rubbish with only a narrow opening, I couldn’t see more than the hem of a pink maxi dress and the edge of a tan pleather handbag. But her voice, when she spoke, was achingly familiar.

			“Hello, Nicola.”

			“Hey.”

			“Thank you for . . . um . . .”

			“What did you want to talk about, Ginger?”

			Ginger exhaled slowly. “So . . . that’s how it’s going to be?”

			“Yeah,” Nicola said. “That’s how it’s going to be.”

			I shifted slowly, carefully, until Ginger’s halo of blonde curls came into view, poking out from behind the headrest. Just like in a corny daytime movie, the music on the radio turned sweet and warbly when I saw her. A love song, one I recognized, old and nostalgic.

			When we were kids, Ginger had always been the queen bee, the star of the show, the Barbie doll, all glittery and perfect. Except she’d also been nice, which was unfair. You shouldn’t get to be beautiful, popular, and nice. But that was the Ginger Béliveau brand.

			Except she wasn’t Ginger Béliveau. Not anymore. She was Ginger Lawson now.

			“You know,” Ginger Lawson said, “it’s unfair that you’re angry at me.”

			In the rearview mirror, Nicola’s eyes slid closed for a moment. “Unfair?” she repeated in a flat monotone.

			“Yes. It’s unfair. You’re the one that made up stories about my husband, vandalized half the town, hacked into Lucy’s Meta account.”

			“Lucy told me her password,” Nicola said, eyes opening, face blank and unreadable. “Not exactly a master hacker over here.”

			Ginger turned her head, and I caught a glimpse of her profile, pensive lips, round-tipped nose. “I didn’t know you and Lucy were so close.”

			“Yeah. Well. Life’s full of surprises.”

			“I suppose that’s true.”

			“Look,” Ginger began. “I . . . I’m sorry that we’re not friends anymore but⁠—”

			Nicola switched off the radio, killing the song mid-crescendo and plunging the car into a sudden, suffocating silence. “Say that again.”

			“I, um . . . I’m sorry that . . . that we’re not . . .”

			“Say it.”

			“I just meant . . .”

			“I have hearing loss,” Nicola reminded her, voice pitched low and angry. “Say it again. I need to know I heard you right. You’re sorry that we’re not what?”

			“Friends anymore,” Ginger said, louder.

			“Oh. Right. That makes sense. You’re sorry because when I told you what happened to me, you didn’t believe it.”

			“You said you didn’t remember what happened,” Ginger argued weakly. “And then later, you told me it was him, but that didn’t make sense. Kyle was . . . Kyle had never been . . . and now this? I don’t . . . I don’t understand. I never did. Why do you hate him so much? Why do you think Kyle killed Lucy?”

			“Why do you?” Nicola replied.

			Ginger exhaled sharply and shifted in her seat. I saw her hand on her bag, nails short and dull, which didn’t seem right. Ginger liked pretty nails. She always had. Even back in primary school she used to color her nails in with markers and Wite-Out.

			“Please don’t do that,” Ginger said.

			“Why not?” Nicola said, voice sharper now, her anger leaking out into her words, making them quick and barking, like bullets spat out of an automatic rifle. “You wouldn’t be here, with me, the sad, broken, crazy lady, if you thought he was innocent. You think maybe, just maybe, I’m right. You think maybe, just maybe, he did it.”

			“Why do you think he killed Lucy?” Ginger asked again. “Please.”

			“She told me.”

			“Who?”

			“Lucy.”

			Ginger’s plain nails dug into the sides of her plain handbag. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

			“You wanted an answer,” Nicola said. “I gave it to you.”

			“No,” Ginger said, her own voice sharpening for the first time. “No. I wanted the truth, not this. Pretending she’s here, pretending she’s haunting Kyle, that’s . . . that’s not right, Nicola. Lucy is gone, but that doesn’t mean you get to use her like that. She deserves dignity.”

			“Oh, I don’t think Lucy is really all that concerned with dignity. I think her priority is bringing her killer to justice, don’t you?”

			“She’s missing,” Ginger reminded Nicola. “She might not even be dead.”

			“She’s dead. She’s been dead for years. She was murdered the night of your tea party.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Lucy told me.”

			“If you try to tell me you’re a psychic, then I get out of this car, and I don’t come back,” Ginger said. “Do you understand? I mean it, Nicola. I know I’m not as smart as you, but I’m not an idiot. I’m not going to buy the ‘I see dead people’ line. I want the truth.”

			“Sure,” Nicola replied, voice tight. “I understand. The truth.”

			“So tell me the truth.”

			“Lucy told me,” Nicola said again, slow and low. “At your tea party. She told me Kyle was coming over to her house that night, and she was scared of him, didn’t know how to tell him she wasn’t interested. I tried to tell the police, years ago, but they didn’t believe me. Honestly, I didn’t fully believe it myself. Not until he hurt me.”

			“And that’s the truth?” Ginger asked.

			“That’s the truth,” Nicola lied.

			“That’s why you vandalized the sign at the mall? Why you sent us all those posters in the mail? Why you hacked into Lucy’s account and sent him all those messages?”

			“Yeah,” Nicola said.

			A silence descended, thick and heavy. I couldn’t tell how long they sat like that, without saying a word. It might’ve just been a moment, stretched long by an eddy in the time stream. Or maybe it was just them, sitting side by side for a minute, then two, then four, not saying a word.

			I stayed still, hidden in my pile of rubbish, watching Nicola’s eyes in the rearview mirror, Ginger’s hand on the edge of her purse.

			“You sounded like her,” Ginger said finally, voice soft and unsure again. “In those messages. You sounded just like her. And I don’t just mean the voice message. The text ones too. You sounded so like her it was . . . it was scary.”

			“It’s your turn,” Nicola said.

			“My turn?”

			“I answered the question. Now you do it. Why do you think Kyle killed Lucy?”

			“I-I don’t,” Ginger stammered. “I mean, he wouldn’t. He barely even knew her, he told me. She was Krissy’s friend, not his. It wouldn’t make any sense.”

			“You don’t have to be friends with someone to kill them.”

			“No, I . . . I know that. I just . . . He told me he didn’t do it.”

			“So you asked.”

			She didn’t say anything.

			“Why, Ginger?” Nicola said, softer. “Why do you think he might’ve done it? Did he say something? Do you know anything?”

			“No. No. He never said anything, he just . . .” Her fingers were digging into the sides of her purse. “Kyle was really freaked out when all those messages started appearing around town,” she said, so fast it sounded like the words were tumbling over each other to escape her mouth. “At first I thought he was just angry. I would be angry too, if someone did that to me. But he . . . he wouldn’t come to bed. He paced the house at night. He started drinking again, and drinking a lot, even though he’d promised he’d quit. He was acting . . .”

			“Guilty,” Nicola said.

			“Scared,” Ginger amended quickly. “He was more scared than I’ve ever seen him. He smashed stuff, he locked himself in the bathroom, he cried. I’ve never seen him cry before, not ever. But he’s been crying all the time now. I kept telling myself it was just stress.”

			“What’s he got to be stressed about?” Nicola asked.

			“The new mall,” Ginger said, sounding relieved to have an answer. “The one they’re building up on the hill on the edge of town, near the highway. Kyle’s only meant to be delivering gravel, but he’s made friends with the guy in charge and now he’s helping out with organizing and logistics. Honestly, I don’t know much about it, other than it’s a disaster. The workers are all underpaid, and half are underage, so they do a shit job, never double-check anything with the site manager, and leave all the equipment out overnight. It’s a miracle nothing’s been stolen.”

			“You think that’s why he’s been crying?” Nicola said. “The mall?”

			“It’s been a lot of work,” Ginger argued. “They messed up the last big load of cement, so now they’ve got little machines there mixing up small batches to fill in the gaps before the next couple of trucks arrive. There’s meant to be another shipment of tools or something arriving soon, but it’s late and⁠—”

			“You think that’s why he’s been crying?” Nicola asked again, firmer, angrier. “Over a late shipment?”

			“No,” Ginger finally admitted. “No, I don’t. I thought it was you. Except it didn’t get better, even after the police spoke to you, after you stopped. So I asked him. I said, ‘Did you do it? Did you hurt Lucy?’ And he . . .” Ginger’s handbag creaked in distress, the stitches straining. “He didn’t yell or scream. I thought he would. I thought he should. I was asking him if he killed someone. He should’ve been angry. But he just sat there, said nothing, and after what happened with you . . .” She sucked in a long, shuddering breath. “I need to know if I married a monster. I need to know. I can’t. I can’t keep just playing along, no matter how much everyone wants me too, my mum, Krissy, Kyle. They all want me to just sit down and be quiet. But I⁠—”

			“I told you he was a monster,” Nicola snapped. “I told you when⁠—”

			“My mum said that wasn’t⁠—”

			“No offense but fuck your mum. And fuck Kyle. And fuck you too. You were my friend, Ginger. Maybe my best friend. Actually, no. You were my best friend. I trusted you more than anyone, and you⁠—”

			“He’d never been like that with me,” Ginger said quickly, desperately. “We’d been dating for over a year, and he hadn’t ever done anything yet that⁠—”

			“You believed him, not⁠—”

			Yet? I whispered, breaking my promise, but I couldn’t help it, I needed Nicola not to miss that word, to hear it, as loud and clanking and awful as I heard it. He hadn’t ever done anything yet?

			The silence that followed was thick and cold, broken by Nicola’s breathing, quick and sharp and matched, breath for breath, with Ginger’s.

			“Nicola?” Ginger asked.

			“Has he ever hurt you?” Nicola asked.

			Ginger didn’t answer.

			“Ginger,” Nicola said, and raked her fingers through her hair. “I’m not . . . I’m not the bad guy here. Please just talk to me. Tell me what’s⁠—”

			“I’m pregnant,” Ginger said.

			“Pregnant?” Nicola repeated, like the word was in another language, like she didn’t know what it meant.

			“Eleven weeks,” Ginger confirmed. “Twelve tomorrow. And . . . I should be happy. We’ve been trying for so long. I want this baby more than anything. But now this is . . . this is happening, and I can’t stop thinking . . .”

			He can’t be a father. I didn’t mean to think the thought that sharply, or that clearly. But I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t help picturing him, a baby in his hands, the same hands that held me down, crushed the life out of me, the same hands that hurt Nicola, the same hands that hurt Ginger.

			He can’t be a father. He can’t. If it’s a girl, he’ll hurt her, and if it’s a boy, he’ll make him like him. He’ll⁠—

			“It’s OK,” Nicola said, voice soft. Her eyes, in the rearview mirror, were aimed at me. “It’s OK.”

			Except that was a lie. It wasn’t OK. I wasn’t OK. None of this was OK. This was a doomsday clock, hanging over our heads, ticking down to zero.

			“I need to know who I married,” Ginger said. “Now more than ever, I need to know.”

			“I think you already do,” Nicola replied.

			Ginger didn’t deny it.

			“My plan,” Nicola said, softer now, kinder, turning to look at Ginger. “Plan B. It was meant to . . . to make him confess. I was trying to scare him, to haunt him. That’s why I did what I did. I wanted him to come clean.”

			“Plan B?” Ginger asked. “What was Plan A?”

			“Kill him,” Nicola said without a flicker of hesitation. “Plan A was to kill him, to do to him what he did to Lucy, but I couldn’t do it. So, Plan B it was. But . . . if you know something. If you can tell the police anything that would make them investigate him, then maybe we have a Plan C.”

			“I don’t know anything about Lucy,” Ginger said.

			“But you know something else?” Nicola pushed.

			“Last Christmas, there was a woman,” Ginger said, speaking fast now, too fast. “I never met her. Kyle said nothing happened, that she was just trying to ruin his reputation. But he paid her. He paid her a lot of money, money that we’d been saving. Why would he do that if nothing happened? And Kyle, he’s got a temper. He gets drunk. He says things, does things. I just . . .”

			“What’s her name?” Nicola asked.
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			“Sandy Brown,” Nicola read off her phone.

			That’s not a real person, I said. It’s a hair color.

			“You sure? That’s the name Ginger says is written on the bank statement.”

			Banks don’t look at names, just the account numbers. It’s an alias. I’d bet my stuffing on it.

			“You ain’t got no stuffing,” Nicola muttered.

			Hey.

			We were in Nicola’s shed. Nicola’s elbows were resting on the workbench, her phone held loosely in her hand. I sat in front of her, propped up against the WD-40 can with the hammer-shaped dent in the side. The light bulb hanging overhead was the sort that hummed and flickered and cast the room in a strange, sickly orange glow.

			Needless to say, the vibes were immaculate.

			“Why would Kyle put a fake name on the bank statement?” Nicola asked.

			Because Ginger did meet her, I said. Did know her, but Kyle didn’t want her to ask questions. Ask her if a woman disappeared from their life around that time. Ask if she had sandy-brown hair.

			Nicola’s thumbs began dancing over her phone screen, replying to Ginger’s text. “Where was this detective brain when I wanted to retrace your steps?”

			Paying attention, I replied. I told you. Retracing my steps was useless. There was nothing to find.

			“Nothing except a phone call to Krissy,” Nicola muttered, so quietly I almost didn’t hear her. I pretended I hadn’t.

			Are you going to glue gun me again? I asked.

			“Yeah,” she said.

			I’m missing a few more pieces.

			“I noticed. Also, no offense, but you smell moldy. The bad sort of moldy.”

			There’s a good sort of moldy?

			“With your consent, I would like to either douse you in bleach or get rid of your fabric components entirely.”

			By fabric components you mean my body. You want to rip my head off my body.

			“And then give you a cooler, more fungus-resistant body, yes.”

			I looked at the scrappy remnants of my chest. The fabric poking out from the frayed edge of the duct tape was looking a little . . . fuzzy. And yet the idea of getting rid of my torso entirely made what little insides I had left feel twisty and cold.

			It was irrational. My legs were smashed, my wooden arm starting to splinter, my head one bad turn away from rolling off my body. If anyone was in need of an extreme makeover, it was me. So long as Ghost Lore Fact #4 held true⁠—when you possess an object, you don’t possess the molecules, or the material; you possess that object as a concept⁠—I had nothing to fear. If my limbs could be switched out, then there was no reason to assume my whole body couldn’t be as well.

			But still . . .

			This new fungus-resistant beach bod better be cool, I said.

			Nicola smirked. “Don’t worry. I’ve got a couple of ideas. They’re not very original ideas, but you were a bride doll, so⁠—”

			Hey. Don’t knock my bride-doll era. It was a look.

			“It was a clichéd look.”

			You have an infinity tattoo.

			“Touché.”

			What were you thinking? For my new body?

			“I’ll show you. You’re gonna⁠—” Her phone buzzed. Her eyes flicked back to the screen and widened. “Holy shit.”

			She ejaculated, I whispered.

			“Stop being a creep. This is huge. This is . . . you were right. Ginger says she did lose touch with a friend around then, a friend with brown hair. She moved to Sydney suddenly right after Christmas. Ginger doesn’t think she’s Sandy Brown, but⁠—”

			But Ginger doesn’t think a lot of things. Those words felt thorny in my mind, the roots of them deeper and darker than I wanted to admit.

			Nicola pushed off the table and started pacing. “This could be it. This could be the key. If Kyle did something to Ginger’s friend and she’s willing to come forward⁠—”

			If she was willing to come forward, she already would’ve.

			“Maybe if we talk to her. Maybe she’ll change her mind.”

			Plan C, I said. Try to convince someone we don’t know to take him to court.

			“It’s better than nothing,” Nicola insisted. “Plan A is crazy. Plan B didn’t work. Maybe whatever happened with Sandy Brown could get him locked up.”

			If it could, then she would’ve gone to the police, don’t you think? If it was a rock-solid case, if there was evidence, if there was a chance.

			“Look. I know it’s not what you wanted⁠—”

			It’s not what you wanted either, I reminded her. You wanted his reputation ruined. You wanted everyone to see him for what he is.

			“I want him behind bars,” Nicola said. “I don’t care about the details anymore. I don’t care if this town never sees the truth. I just want him⁠—”

			Away from Ginger? I guessed.

			She stopped pacing and fixed me with a long, tortured look. “Don’t you?”

			It struck me then how much better she knew Ginger. Ginger had always been in my life, that kid in class who seemed to shine just a little bit brighter than everyone else. But Nicola had been Ginger’s friend. Their orbit closer, more intimate, more real.

			“I don’t want her to get hurt,” Nicola said. “Even after everything, I don’t want her to get hurt. I know it’s pathetic⁠—”

			That’s not pathetic.

			“Then why do you sound like that? Like you don’t want this plan to work?”

			I wasn’t sure. If Sandy Brown was another victim, if she had some evidence that would put Kyle in handcuffs, I should be reaching for that with everything my cold, dead soul could muster. But I wasn’t. A part of me just didn’t believe it. I couldn’t imagine it would be so easy. I also couldn’t imagine it would be enough.

			Even if everything went as perfectly as it could, even if Kyle did end up behind bars, would he get a life sentence? Would the world know everything that he’d done? Would I be able to read about it in the paper and feel OK again?

			The storm inside me said no. It said no with a fierceness, a desperateness that I couldn’t contain. I felt hollow, I felt angry, I felt like a pile of unskinned nerves, exposed and electric with pain. Kyle had ended my life, destroyed my grandma’s. He’d hurt Nicola, and Ginger, and probably Sandy Brown too, and for what? For what? How could any of this make up for that? How could anything Sandy Brown gave us make any of that OK?

			I’m a ghost, I said. Plan C isn’t a ghost’s plan.

			“What does that mean?”

			I didn’t have an answer.

			“Lu,” Nicola said softly, and came back to the table, leaning her elbows against it so we were at eye level. “Talk to me. I thought this would be good news. We might have something here. Another person. A witness, maybe. Not to what happened to you, but to who and what he is.”

			I can do Plan B, I said. I still can do it. I can haunt him. I can make him confess.

			Nicola was already shaking her head. “Plan B is done. He knows it’s me. Krissy said he’d take me to court if I didn’t cease and desist. Literally, those are the words she used. Cease and desist.”

			That’s why you can’t do it. But I can.

			“Lu,” she said, low and tired. “That’s not⁠—”

			Listen. Go to Sydney. Find Sandy Brown. Take your phone, location on, meet her somewhere with CCTV. Leave me here and⁠—

			“No,” Nicola was already saying. “I’m not leaving you.”

			Please, trust me. I trusted you. I did what you wanted. I stayed quiet when you talked to Ginger.

			“Actually, you spoke twice when I was with Ginger.”

			I . . . I’m sorry. I . . .

			“It’s OK,” Nicola said. “I can tell the difference between stuff you say on purpose and stuff you say by mistake.”

			You can?

			“Yeah. The stuff you say by mistake is fainter, further away, sometimes jumbled, like you’re thinking all the words at once, or out of order. Sometimes you don’t even sound like you. Sometimes you sound like . . . other people.”

			I didn’t know what to say, and so I said nothing, and for a minute that silence stuck. We stayed there, her leaning against the table, me sitting on it. Her skin was pale beneath her freckles, her eyes shadowed, her mullet even shaggier than normal. For the first time I noticed that some of the tattoos on her arm were unfinished. Cartoonish flowers fading into nothing.

			“You’re about to tell me how gross I look,” she whispered. “I can tell.”

			You don’t look gross.

			“I feel gross.”

			I’m growing mold, I reminded her. You’re fine.

			The smile that twisted her lips was a small, tight, unhappy thing. She bowed her head, hiding it from me, and sucked in a deep, shaky breath. “OK,” she said, voice tight and quick. “Fine. What’s your plan?”

			I don’t have a plan.

			“That’s a lie. I know you, Lu. You have an idea. It’s probably a stupid idea, an insane idea, but you have one.”

			She was right. I had an idea, flimsy and full of holes. It was an idea that had started to form as I lay in the back seat of Nicola’s car, listening to the quiet quake in Ginger’s voice.

			“Lu?”

			I messaged Krissy, I said. I didn’t know I could do that until I did it. I could call Kyle. I could haunt him that way.

			She exhaled and looked back up at me. “You’d need a phone to do that.”

			I jerked my head in my best approximation of a nod.

			“So . . . what? You want me to put on a face mask, go into town, buy a burner with cash?”

			I can’t do this without you. I don’t want to do this without you. But just think about it. They wouldn’t be able to blame you if you had an alibi.

			“That’s a long-winded way of saying yes, that’s exactly what you want me to do.”

			Go and see Sandy Brown, I said, trying my best to sound reasonable, to sound sane. Take Ginger. I’ll stay here and keep the pressure on him. I don’t even need your hearing aid to do it. And maybe it’ll work. Maybe it’ll scare him enough to confess. You heard Ginger, he was crying. Maybe just one more stone is all it’ll take. Maybe we can still start that avalanche.

			Nicola didn’t look convinced. “You really think that? Everyone at the police station just wrote your last message off as AI. Why wouldn’t he just assume the same thing? Why wouldn’t he just block you immediately after the first call? How would you even get his number in the first place?”

			What else good am I? I asked. I’m a ghost. If I came to see Sandy Brown, I’d just be hiding in your backpack, in the dark, saying nothing, doing nothing.

			“I’d want you there.”

			I don’t want to be dead, I said, the thought ringing in my own head, a slice of truth that cut straight to my moldy, rotten core. I don’t want to be quiet and still, hidden away in a dark place, only listening. Please don’t ask me to do that again. Please. I can’t do that. I can’t.

			“Lu.” Nicola rubbed her face. “I don’t know. I’m sorry I just . . . I’m still fucked up over the way you just vanished after everything went to hell. And yeah, I get that I said some shit to you, some shit I really shouldn’t have said, but⁠—”

			I’m not going to vanish.

			“Then why not just come with me? Why can’t we stay together? Why bother with a plan that failed?”

			I need to do something, I said. Something real. I don’t want to be carried around, I don’t want to be just a witness. I want . . . I want Plan C to work. I really do. But . . .

			“But Plan C isn’t a ghost plan,” she muttered. “And Plan B is.”

			Plan B was your plan, I reminded her. And I think I can do it. I think I can scare him, I can haunt him. At least let me try. I can keep the pressure on. It might not help, but if I only do it when you have an alibi, it can’t hurt.

			“Can’t hurt,” she repeated, voice thick with sarcasm. Despite it, I could tell I’d gotten through to her. Perhaps not all the way through, but she was listening to me, hearing me. That was good, because already I was thinking through the different steps of my plan, coloring in the blanks, looking for ways to give it teeth. The more I thought about it, the more desperate I was to try it.

			I didn’t think I’d be able to make a difference. Probably I was wasting my time. Almost certainly I was. But at least I’d be doing something. At least I wouldn’t be lying, dead and still, listening to the world rushing on without me. At least I wouldn’t be just a doll, a prop, a toy to be pulled out as some party trick.

			“Hey,” Nicola said, fishing that thought out of my mind with terrifying ease. “Don’t put yourself down like that. You’re not a toy. You’re a vengeful spirit who can control time, remember?”

			Does that mean yes? I was terrified even to ask, but I needed to know. You’ll get me a phone?

			“You’re going to do something else,” she said with a surety that unbalanced me. “You’re planning something. I know you are. I don’t know what, but I know this won’t end at a phone call.”

			I don’t know what I’m planning either, I admitted. Maybe I’ll come up with something. Or maybe not. Maybe nothing will happen. Maybe nothing I do will make a single shred of difference . . . For a single, sickening moment the memory of my death clawed its way to the front of my mind. Kyle pinning me down, his face contorted and red, his hand crushing me down into blackness, into nothingness, into death. But maybe . . . maybe I can do something. Maybe I can.

			Nicola studied me.

			But I need you to trust me.

			“Trust you?”

			Yes.

			The silence that followed was longer and heavier than the last. I wished I could read her mind the way she could sometimes read mine. I wished I could hear an echo of her thoughts, her feelings, her hopes, her fears. I wished I knew what that look in her eyes meant.

			But I didn’t.

			I couldn’t.

			I’d betrayed her trust before. I hadn’t even been able to stay quiet when she spoke to Ginger. She had no reason to trust me. No reason to believe I wouldn’t put her in danger again. No reason to give me anything. And yet I was asking. I was begging.

			Despite everything she’d already done for me, I was begging for more. I knew it was obscene. I knew it wasn’t fair. But I wanted this, more than I’d wanted anything in a long time. I wanted a weapon to use against Kyle. I wanted to be more than just a dead girl with a sad story. I wanted a chance to take my vengeance . . . and I wanted her trust.

			I needed it.

			“OK,” she finally said. “OK. I’ll get you a phone. The cheapest, shittiest phone I can. Which, by the way, will still probably be at least a hundred dollars. That’s another thing you owe me.”

			Thank you, I said, somehow both relieved and terrified. Thank you thank you thank⁠—

			“Don’t thank me. Just . . . be careful, OK?”

			I’m dead. What’s the worst that can happen?

			She didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. If my phone call to Krissy had taught me anything, it was that, even though I was dead, things could get worse, a lot worse. I needed to be careful, a lot more careful than I had been. I needed to make sure I wasn’t putting the people that mattered in danger.

			Kyle was the one I wanted to hurt. Kyle was who needed to pay for what he’d done. Kyle, and no one else.

			Already my mind was churning, trying to configure ways I could unstitch him, unmake him, things I could say that might reveal who and what he really was . . . and how to keep Nicola and Ginger and Krissy as far away from the resulting fallout as possible.

			Nicola picked something off the ground. A large cardboard box with a faded red-and-white logo on the side.

			What’s that? I asked, grateful for the distraction.

			“Your new body,” she said with forced-sounding cheer.

			That doesn’t look like doll parts.

			“That’s because it isn’t.” She dumped it out on the workbench. Colorful strips of metal clanged and clanked onto the plywood, a child-size tool kit and a couple of little plastic bags of nuts and bolts plopping down on top.

			What am I looking at?

			“Meccano,” she said. “You ever see Toy Story?”

			What’s Toy Story got to do with anything?

			“It was playing on the TV the other day,” she said, tossing aside the empty box. “Just randomly. Honestly, I was barely paying attention. I just needed some background noise, I guess. There’s a character in it. I Googled them. Babyface. They’re a baby-doll head on a metal spider body. Freaky as hell.”

			Oh, I said, and looked at the piles of brightly colored metal. Among them I spotted a couple of crab-like claws. Oh fuck yeah.

			Nicola grinned. “I thought you’d like it, what with being a cosplay show winner and all.”

			Second place, novice division.

			“With this,” she said, picking up a piece of metal and brandishing it triumphantly, “first place. Guaranteed.”

			It took her hours. After two, she eventually stopped trying to wing it and read the instructions. My new body was a metal plate with eight spiderlike legs bolted onto the sides, the nuts screwed in loose enough to give the joints movement, but not so loose as to risk coming undone. The metal crab claws she bolted onto the front, snapping them a few times with her fingers to make sure they worked.

			Then came the scary part.

			She pulled out the glue gun, plugged it in, and fed a stick of glue into the back. “You sure you want to do this?”

			No, I thought before I could stop myself. But do it anyway.

			She ripped my head off my moldy, broken fabric body, ran glue around my neck, and stuck me down onto the metal plate. For a few sickening moments I felt myself fade out of my old porcelain limbs and wondered if we’d fucked up, if I wouldn’t be able to possess the metal the way I had the porcelain, fabric, and wood. But once the glue started to dry, I felt myself spill out into the long, spindly metal legs, the nut-and-bolt joints, and the sturdy, square claws.

			She watched as I shivered and jerked to life, stumbling and staggering, clanking and squeaking. I didn’t need a mirror to know what I looked like. A cracked porcelain head glued onto a mechanical spider.

			Fit check? I asked anyway.

			“Honestly? I know this is probably the IKEA effect talking, but . . .” Nicola’s smile was slow and toothy. “You look killer, Lu.”
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			It ended the same way it began. With a phone call.

			I didn’t have Kyle’s number. I didn’t need it. His family’s business, Lawson Quarry, had a website with a 1-800 on the Contact Us page. I memorized it, singing out the digits in my head over and over again, an off-key jingle, while Nicola watched on, chewing unhappily at her thumbnail.

			After she’d glued my head onto my new body, we’d talked about the idea of calling Kyle again. It had been a long conversation, but only because we’d kept cycling through the same points, like a ball in a pinball machine, pinging constantly back and forth, back and forth. She wanted me to go with her, I didn’t want to go. She was scared, I was scared. She trusted me, but she still didn’t want to be apart from me, and I trusted her, but I needed to do this. In the end, that was what it always came back to.

			I was a ghost . . . and I wasn’t done haunting Kyle.

			Not yet.

			And so she’d done what she’d said she would do. She’d bought me my own phone, and, as promised, it was crummy. A flip phone with a large, chunky number pad, a square screen, and countable pixels. But that was OK. Actually, it was great. It was a relief to know I wouldn’t have to try and work a touch screen with my new metal crab claws.

			One eight double oh, I sang to myself as I dialed in the number. That murdering freak has got to go.

			“You sure about this?” That had been the last thing Nicola said to me before leaving. She’d been about to go pick up Ginger and drive to Sydney to meet Sandy Brown, a journey that would take hours. “You can still come with, you know.”

			Three one six three, I’d replied. I won’t forget what he did to me.

			She’d left . . . and I’d waited a full five minutes before wriggling out of the cat flap and making my way here.

			The mall construction site.

			That was the part I hadn’t told Nicola about. I knew that if I told her I was leaving her house, she’d get anxious and upset all over again. But the more I thought about it, the surer I was that this was where I needed to be.

			It was a long walk for someone with eight metal spider legs. It would’ve been daylight by the time I made it if the time stream hadn’t been so abnormally accommodating. It stayed gluey and gelatinous as I stumbled from block to block, across roads with cars that moved like glaciers, down footpaths filled with people frozen mid-stride. Finally, with the moon hanging fat and low overhead, I’d wriggled through the mesh fence into the mall’s construction site. I felt like I’d been walking for days, the bolts loose from exhaustion, my limbs as heavy as lead. But according to my phone, cradled in my crab claw, the journey had taken less than a minute.

			Four nine double two. I finished the phone number and hit the flashing green call button. Kyle, I’m coming for you.

			It started to ring, a digitized warble, harsh and high-pitched, that echoed around the construction site.

			The dark, disorganized, dangerous construction site. It was the scariest place I could think of. The one place that had made me, the dead girl, cringe.

			The moon had robbed those shadows of their depth and the rain had left muddy puddles, but otherwise, it was unchanged, the ground still pocked with open foundation holes, the equipment still scattered about.

			I could see myself, spidery and strange, reflected in one of the puddles, ancient flip phone held in my claw, porcelain face cracked, coy smile bleached of color, but still there, still smiling.

			I hoped this would work. It’d worked when I’d sent my message to Krissy. It’d worked when I’d tested it out with Nicola. I had no reason to assume it wouldn’t work now. All I had to do was focus my voice a little louder, push it into the universe a little harder, and demand to be heard. It wasn’t as easy as talking to Nicola, but I could do it.

			The call connected with a pop of static.

			“Hello,” a feminine voice answered. “This is Lawson Quarry. Brenda speaking.”

			“Good evening, Brenda,” I responded in my best adequately competent business administrator voice. “This is Stacy James from Earnsway Construction Suppliers.” A fake name, a fake company. “I just got a call from one of our drivers. He’s got the shipment at the site now.”

			“A . . . shipment?” Brenda repeated uncertainly. “To the quarry?”

			“No. Our driver is at the construction site. The Deluxe Shopping Experience Center. Yes. I think that’s the name. Anyway, we’re ready to unload. It’s a thousand dollars an hour to have these materials on the flatbed. We did send notice that we’d be arriving today. Where’s your representative?”

			“What materials?” Brenda asked. It was a good question. Ginger had said the mall was waiting for a shipment of something, but she hadn’t specified what. Fortunately, Brenda didn’t give me time to answer. “We’re just a quarry. A small, local quarry. We do rocks and dirt and stuff?”

			“I am aware of what you are. I was told one . . .” I paused here and snapped my claws together a couple of times, hoping it sounded like I was clicking through tabs on a computer. “. . . Kyle Lawson would be on-site in lieu of the overseer this week. His name is written down as the contact person.”

			“Wait. Is this for the mall?”

			“I would highly advise he attend the site immediately. The driver is going to need his signature before he can off-load.”

			“But it’s . . . it’s eight o’clock. P.M. Kyle isn’t in the office. He’s⁠—”

			“One thousand dollars an hour,” I repeated, keeping my voice crisp and corporate. “I’ve got the driver on the other line. I’ll tell him that Mr. Lawson will be there before nine.”

			“B⁠—”

			I hung up.

			I didn’t think it would work. A call like that would be easy to write off as a mistake, a prank, or a scam. The only thing that made me think there was a chance of Kyle rising to the bait was the way Ginger’s words had run together when she’d sat in Nicola’s car.

			“There’s meant to be another shipment of tools or something arriving soon, but it’s late and⁠—”

			“You think that’s why he’s been crying?” Nicola had all but snarled. “Over a late shipment?”

			Ginger hadn’t thought that, but a part of me did. A part of me thought Kyle was the exact brand of fucked up to care more about his business, about impressing the big-city businessmen in their big-city businessmen suits, than about a couple of wanted posters with his name on them. He’d told me he was going to move to Sydney and launch a tech start-up, which was stupid, because the more I thought about it, the surer I was that he knew nothing about computers. I’d been to Krissy’s house a hundred times as a kid, a thousand, and I’d never once seen Kyle with a screen in front of him. He didn’t even like to game. So why would he want to start a tech company? The answer was as obvious as it was pathetic.

			Silicon Valley. Forbes 30 Under 30. Rich boys in bad fashion. The image of success, the aura of it, the stink of it. He was drawn to it like a fly to shit. And when that hadn’t worked out, he’d just adopted his dad’s rock and dirt business and pretended that meant he was self-made.

			And now he was weaseling his way into helping out with this mall. Why? Because there were American logos on the billboards, American brands, American money.

			So. Yeah.

			Maybe I was wrong, but maybe I wasn’t.

			Maybe Kyle would care about a lost shipment. Maybe that was what was keeping him up at night. And maybe, just maybe, he’d take the chance, drive out, and see for himself if that phone call his office received was bullshit or not.

			Or maybe not.

			Either way, it was worth a shot.

			It’s worth a shot, I told myself as I started to pace. It’s worth a shot. It’s worth a shot. It’s⁠—

			I stumbled, almost falling flat on my still very porcelain, still very fragile doll face. My clanky new metal body was theoretically nimble enough to make a Mars rover weep, but still small, still new, and still hard to wield. If I didn’t stay focused, it was easy to trip over my new legs. I’d never had so many before; I didn’t know how Claudia managed it.

			I kept pacing, trying as I did to make sure the time stream stayed steady and slow. It seemed strangely pliant just then, almost willing, moving at a pace that felt as close to real life as it could get. Minute for minute, second for second, beat for beat.

			It’s worth a shot, I said again to the empty construction site. He might come. He probably won’t. But he might. It’s worth a shot. It’s worth a shot. It’s worth a shot.

			Nicola was far away. So was Ginger. If they’d done what I’d asked them to do, they’d be sitting in a restaurant or café with security cameras, phones on, paying by debit card, easily traceable, not that I thought the police would get that far. I needed them to have a safety net just in case this went south, just in case Kyle thought this was a joke and accused Nicola of harassing him again, just in case Ginger somehow got roped into it all, just in case this went wrong.

			It’s worth a shot, I reminded myself. It’s worth a shot. One fucking shot.

			Time passed. A lot of time. Too much time. I checked the clock on my phone. It was past nine. He wasn’t coming.

			Relief uncurled inside me. He wasn’t coming. But that was OK. Nicola and Ginger would get back from Sydney in a couple of hours, she’d yell at me for going behind her back, I’d apologize, and then we’d debrief. I’d tell her nothing happened, that Kyle hadn’t come, and she’d tell me about Sandy Brown. We’d figure out the next phase of the⁠—

			“Hello?” A voice echoed off the concrete walls, masculine and slurred. “Hello? Is anyone here?”

			My bolts tightened, my porcelain went cold, the globs of glue around my neck felt suddenly hot and choking. I stopped pacing and turned, slowly, phone still clutched in my crab claws.

			Walking between the slabs of unused rebar and piles of gravel, beneath the billboard that still had the words Justice 4 Lucy spray-painted across it, was Kyle.
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			He looked . . . normal. Except that didn’t make sense. That couldn’t make sense. How could the person I remembered, the thing with bared teeth and fingers that crushed be . . . just a guy? It seemed like a sick joke. It seemed like an insult.

			But it was true.

			I think that was the moment I really, truly realized it.

			In my mind, I’d transformed Kyle into something grandiose. A devil, red-faced with bulging veins and bloody hands. But that was a lie. What was worse was that, deep down, I’d always known it.

			The disconnect I’d felt when I saw Ginger’s wedding photo faded. The unmoored sucking sensation I’d felt when I heard him speak to Krissy that day in the park began to peel away. The image I’d had of him in my mind vanished, and a newer, more wretched picture formed.

			Kyle wasn’t a monster. He was a fuckup. A nice guy with nice teeth and something very not nice behind his eyes. A person who could’ve been anything, anything at all, and became a murderer. If I put him in a petri dish, his blood would be red and his DNA human, just like everyone else’s. If I peeled back his skull, his brain would be gray and gross and wriggling with electricity, the same electricity that all living things shared. He wasn’t anything except a guy . . . which meant there was nothing inevitable about what had happened. He’d chosen to hurt. He’d chosen to harm. He’d chosen to kill.

			And he’d gotten away with it. He’d killed me, he’d hurt Nicola, he’d hurt Ginger, Sandy Brown, and who knew how many others. But why?

			That word felt like a chord struck on an electric guitar, vibrating through my porcelain head, my metal joints, deep into the shivering darkness still clinging to me at my core.

			Why did Kyle do that to me?

			Why couldn’t I stop him?

			What’s going to happen now?
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			A strange sort of calm settled over me. I wasn’t scared of him. Why would I be? He looked so small, so pathetic, stumbling over loose bits of stone, shirt untucked, tie flopping long and loose around his neck. He had his phone’s flashlight on, and the beam of light spilled down and puddled around his feet, illuminating fancy square-toed leather shoes, already caked in dirt and mud.

			It had worked. My plan had worked. I’d brought him here. I’d done that.

			I wasn’t an adequately competent business administrator. I was an epic business administrator. The sort that could bully another business administrator into sending their CEO out to a remote location, alone, at night.

			If that’s not highly advantageous business strategy, I don’t know what is.

			All I needed to do now was scare him. Scare him into confessing. Scare him into revealing something. Scare him so badly that he’d never be able to hurt anyone ever again. That should be easy. He was, after all, a coward piece of shit, and I was, after all, a ghost. Being spooky was my whole brand. But even if I did mess up, even if all the rattling chains in the world wouldn’t change him, I was keeping him off balance, I was keeping him confused, I was keeping him busy. Too busy to notice his wife was out of town for the evening. Too busy to figure out that there might be other pieces at play.

			It’s worth a shot. That was what I’d told Nicola. That was what I’d told myself as I’d wriggled through the cat flap, as I’d staggered across town, as I’d dialed in his company’s number. It’s worth a shot. It’s worth a shot. It’s worth a shot.

			And it was. After all, what was he going to do? Kill me?

			The thought made my spider legs rattle with a toxic mix of bitter, silent laughter and sick, churning rage.

			He swiveled toward me, squinting. “Hello?”

			He couldn’t see me. Or perhaps he could but, in the darkness, didn’t think I was anything other than a shadow, a stone, or a discarded pile of scrap metal. Either way, he didn’t bother to shine his phone’s light in my direction. He just turned back to the screen with a mumbled curse and started tapping.

			Slowly, silently, I reached up with one claw and squeezed the ancient GoPro duct-taped to my carapace. The red recording light blinked on.

			I hadn’t expected to get this far. I hadn’t tested the camera. I’d just fished it out of the back of Nicola’s drawer, taped it on, and set out. Hopefully, it’d be able to capture something. A panicked confession. A desperate plea. A frantic⁠—

			My phone began to ring. It was one of those old ringtones, a high-pitched string of digital chirps, hollow and off-key. The notes bounced around the dark, empty lot, off the half-finished walls, and around my hollow porcelain skull.

			This time, Kyle did shine the light in my direction, but too high. It went over my head, illuminating nothing. He swore again, louder.

			I hadn’t expected him to call me back . . . but I was glad he did.

			I flipped open my phone and jabbed the glowing green call button.

			“Hello, Kyle.”

			My voice crackled from his phone, small and swimming in static. He had me on loudspeaker. That was good. It made this next bit easy.

			“Hi,” he said, voice oddly thin, hands shaking. “Is this . . . eh . . . Stacy from⁠—”

			“Stacy James from Earnsway Construction Suppliers?” I replied, my tone pitching up until it was peppy, pretty, and professional. “Is that who you were hoping to reach?”

			“Yes. Are you her? I was told there was a shipment arriving at the construction site, but I’m here and⁠—”

			“I’m sorry. Stacy’s not available right now. Isn’t that a shame. I guess you’re going to have to talk to me.” My voice dropped as I spoke, became rough, became mean, became me. “And, bad news for you, I’m not interested in discussing any shipment.”

			“Who⁠—” he began.

			“You know who I am.”

			I heard his breathing through the phone’s speakers, rushed and ragged.

			“You’re . . . you’re Nicola Novković. This is AI. This is⁠—”

			“My name is Lucy May McQuinn,” I said, the words ugly and unnatural in the air. “You came to my house. You waited by the door while I put my dog in the other room. You pinned me down on green carpet and strangled me in my Hello Kitty pajamas. Would an AI know that, Kyle?”

			Kyle spun around, the light from his phone dancing from shadow to shadow, his heavy breathing duplicated by my phone’s tinny speakers. “I could sue you,” he said, fast, angry, scared. “You understand, you fucking freak? I could end you. I thought you got the message last time. But I guess you’re too fucking desper⁠—”

			“Nicola isn’t here.”

			“Bullshit she isn’t. I know it’s you. I know⁠—”

			“It’s just you and me, Kyle. Just like it was that night. Just you, and me.”

			“Why are you doing this?”

			Rage rushed through me, arctic cold and screaming like wind, like rain, like the storm at the end of the world. Brutal, bestial, biblical.

			“You did this,” I snarled, my bolts twisting, metal joints squealing. “You did all of this. Not me. You. Why did you do it?”

			The world blazed white as his light finally landed on me, blinded me. I didn’t care. I didn’t care if he saw me. Actually, I wanted him to see me. I wanted him to understand what he’d made me . . . and what that meant for him.

			I dropped the flip phone in the dirt at my feet and slowly, mockingly, waved one claw at him.

			“Is this some sort of joke?”

			“Why’d you do that to me, Kyle?”

			“I never did anything to you that you didn’t want,” he said, voice rough. “You’re crazy. You’re fucking crazy. This whole setup is insane. What? You think you can bring me out here, make a scary toy, use a dead girl’s voice, and I’ll confess? You’re sick, Nicola. You’re sick! I’m married to Ginger. What happened between us is ancient hist⁠—”

			“My name is Lucy May McQuinn. You killed me. You held me down and⁠—”

			He stormed toward me, sudden and fast, the white blaze of his phone’s light blinding me, not giving me any time to react. The only thing I saw was the square toe of his leather shoe as it struck me, hard enough that my metal limbs snapped back, a bolt shearing out of my joint. I scrambled away, shocked, though I wasn’t sure why. I should’ve known he’d do this. I should’ve⁠—

			He kicked me again, hitting me directly in the middle, sending me flying.

			I spiraled through the air, limbs flailing, vision a blur of white light, moonlight, his light, and deep inky darkness. I crashed into a puddle, clawing frantically, but my metal feet slipped off the mud, the dirt.

			I saw Kyle striding forward, shrugging off his blazer and throwing it into the dirt.

			“I don’t care what you think you know!” he yelled. “You’ve got nothing. Nothing. You’re just a sad loser who couldn’t let it go. If you had anything against me, you’d be at the police station. But you don’t. You’re nothing, Nicola. Nothing.”

			He grabbed me, fingers clenching tight around my Meccano limbs, yanking me up into the air.

			I grabbed at his wrists, my claws sinking into his skin, drawing blood, but he didn’t let me go. He’d dropped his phone. It lay on the ground, the light shining up, painting the underside of his jaw, nose, and brows, transforming his eyes into black pits, his snarl into a dark, gaping hole. I could see the lines of his grimace, carved deep and familiar into his skin, smell the stale stink of his sweat, hear the angry, wet hiss of his breath.

			“Lucy May McQuinn died years ago,” he snarled. “No one cares about her anymore. No one but you.”

			You killed me, I tried to say, but the words stayed silent, trapped in my mind. I’d dropped my phone, lost focus. You killed⁠—

			He threw me down into the ground. Hard. Hard enough that I felt one of my limbs bend and another break. Hard enough that the back of my porcelain skull crunched as it hit the dirt beneath me. Hard enough that, for a single, shocking moment, I thought he’d killed me again.

			I lay there, muddy, stunned, limbs shaking with fear, with shock, with grief rising, raging through me, as violent as it had been when I’d first detached from my body, limbs numb, throat a knot of agony. He’d pushed me down, held me down, crushed the life out of me. And now he was going to do it again. He’d turned on me so quickly, so easily. Just like last time. I should’ve known. I should’ve been ready.

			He lifted his foot to stomp down on me, crush me.

			I screamed, harsh, angry. The time stream pushed at me, rough and choppy and mean. I wrestled it down, frantically, desperately, smashing myself into the current, begging it to hold.

			Kyle slowed, then stopped, frozen, like a statue.

			I scrambled away from him, bits of broken porcelain trailing behind me, my legs squeaking and wobbling with each step.

			Hopelessness throttled me, choked me, pressed me down, my throat collapsing, my lungs burning, my fingernails clumped with blood and skin. Except I didn’t have fingernails. I didn’t have lungs either. I was already gone, already dead, clinging to a flimsy, fragile old toy because I was too scared of letting go, too scared of what lay beyond, too angry, too sad, too pathetic to just accept what had happened.

			I collapsed several meters away from him, clutching my metal limbs, as if that would make the storm throttling me any kinder, as if that would hold me together when everything felt like it was falling apart.

			He’d killed me.

			He’d killed me and he didn’t even care.

			I knew that. It shouldn’t have been a surprise. But somehow, hearing it in his voice, seeing the twist of his face, feeling the squeeze of his fingers, made it real all over again. He’d done this to me. He’d done all of it. And he didn’t care. Not enough to come forward. Not enough to admit it, even here, even now, in this dark, empty place.

			I was shaking so hard I could barely see, my eye burning, the glue ringing my throat tight, painfully tight, and getting tighter. I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. But all I could do was hold myself together and weather it, endure it. Pain. Fear. Grief. Rage.

			I looked back at him, balanced on one foot, face twisted and hands balled into fists.

			I should’ve left him. I could’ve. It would’ve been easy. The time stream was holding slow and stable. If I’d left, I could’ve made it back to Nicola’s apartment, climbed back through the cat flap, and collapsed somewhere familiar, somewhere safe, all before he took his next breath. That was what Nicola would’ve told me to do, if she were here. But she wasn’t . . . and I couldn’t. I couldn’t. I couldn’t just walk away from this, from him. I couldn’t let him get away. Not again. Not after everything he’d done.

			I had to see this through. I had to make him understand. I had to at least hurt him, even if I couldn’t hurt him the way he’d hurt me, even if I couldn’t make it right. I couldn’t walk away.

			I guess I’m just dramatic like that.

			I released the time stream.

			Kyle’s foot thudded down on an empty patch of dirt. He stared down for a moment, then looked around, breathing hard. When he saw me, several meters away, watching him, he staggered back with a choked shout.

			I didn’t give him time to get used to the idea.

			I brought time to a standstill again and dragged myself back toward him.

			This time, when time snapped back into motion and he saw me, a few inches from him, he screamed.

			His next kick was easy to dodge. I froze him, shuffled half a meter to the left, and then let his foot fly, missing me. He screamed again, eyes wide and white in the moonlight.

			“You did this,” I said again, pushing the words out into the world, forcing them to exist. My voice sounded from his dropped phone, closer and clearer than before. “You did it. You! You! You!”

			He scrambled backward, splashing through a puddle, almost tripping over his abandoned blazer, desperate to get away.

			I followed, close, closer. “You killed me, Kyle Lawson! You killed me!”

			“I didn’t!”

			“You. Killed. Me!”

			“I didn’t! I didn’t! I⁠—”

			He vanished.

			It happened so suddenly that for a brief, sickening moment, I thought I’d lost control of time, that he’d fled, leaving his phone on the ground, the beam of light still shining up, illuminating the swirling dust particles in the air. Then I heard a short, pained breath.

			I inched forward, my metal joints squeaking and scraping, until I found the edge of a hole, one of the dozens littered around the site, big and round with dried concrete at the bottom, bristling with rebar. Kyle sat at the bottom, tangled in the prongs of metal, clutching at his thigh, panting. The moonlight turned his coppery hair silver, his skin chalk white, and his blood black. A twisted pole of metal rebar was sticking through his leg, pinning him to the bottom. He pressed at the wound, fingers shaking, breathing fast and broken.

			“Kyle.”

			He looked up at me.

			For a long moment, we just stared at each other.

			“It’s really you, isn’t it?” Kyle whispered, voice strangled with pain. “You really are Lucy.”

			“Why did you do that to me, Kyle?”

			“I . . . didn’t . . .”

			“Why did you do that to me, Kyle?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Why did you⁠—”

			“I didn’t mean to,” he said, and bowed his head, shoulders shaking. “I swear, I didn’t. I lost control. It happened so fast.”

			“Did it happen fast with Nicola?” I spat, the static in the phone crackling and squealing around the echoey sound of my voice.

			“Please. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean . . . I . . .” His eyes locked onto the camera mounted on my chest, and his expression changed. His panic faded. His breathing slowed. “Yes,” he said, voice shaking but clear. “Yes. I admit it. I killed Lucy McQuinn. I killed you.” His tone pitched upward. “But I didn’t mean it! You were Krissy’s friend, Lucy. I wouldn’t hurt you. Not on purpose. Th-that’s why I left you beneath the willow. I didn’t want you to be somewhere ugly. I didn’t want⁠—”

			“You think I care where you buried me?”

			He reached out then, tried to grab onto the wall, tried to pull himself up, despite the bar of metal through his thigh. The sides of the hole crumbled, wet and muddy, beneath his fingers. “I didn’t,” he said. “I couldn’t. It was a wombat hole. I just covered up the entrance. You remember the willow, right? The one near the creek where we used to play as ki⁠—”

			“You think I care where you buried me?!” I screamed. My voice broke and clipped through his phone, staticky and distorted.

			He recoiled, pressing his hands on either side of his head. Mud and blood smeared in his hair. “That’s what you want, isn’t it? Please. I confessed. I told you where the body is.”

			The body. Not “your body.” Not “you.” Not even “she.” Just . . . the body. That was all I was to him. A body. A body he killed and dumped in a wombat hole. A body he was trading in exchange for his life.

			“I’ll go to the cops,” he continued. “I’ll tell them I did it. Just get me out of here! Please!”

			“Nicola was right,” I said without meaning to, the thought swimming through my mind, abnormally sharp and clear. “I didn’t think Plan B would work but . . . she was right.”

			“Plan B?” he echoed. “What do you⁠—”

			I turned and walked away from the hole, my metal feet slipping and scraping in the dirt. Time wanted to slow down, and I didn’t fight it. I let the stream catch and swirl around me until it became sleepy, sluggish, and almost stagnant.

			I’d won.

			It didn’t feel like I’d won, but I had.

			Kyle had said he’d go to the cops and, even if he was lying, I had a video of him confessing. Plan B had worked. He was going to spend the rest of his life locked up behind bars, just like Nicola promised he would. Everyone would know what he’d done, what he was. He’d never hurt anyone ever again.

			I staggered to a stop and pressed my metal claws into my face, shaking as the storm flooded through me, rage, grief, pain . . .

			I stopped by a small motorized concrete mixer, a pallet of cement bags sitting beside it under a tarp, and a hose leaking a puddle onto the ground beside that. The workers hadn’t even bothered to pack away the yellow power cables. They wound back across the construction site, connecting the concrete mixer to an unseen generator, or perhaps straight into the mains.

			I tottered up to it and stretched my spider legs out until they were rigid straight, balancing up on the tips of my toes so I could jam my claw into the power switch. It lit up a bright, angry orange. Something buzzed, low, like a kicked hornet’s nest. The bowl of the concrete mixer began to turn.

			I watched it slowly power up. The sounds distorted and strange by the slowing of time. Kyle must’ve heard it, because he started shouting again, confused and panicked, voice echoing around the empty construction site, distorted so that he sounded inhuman, bestial, and strange.

			I’d won.

			Except I hadn’t. Not yet. Not really. Because despite what I’d told Nicola, I’d never bought into Plan B. It was a nice idea. It was the right idea. It was broadcast safe. It was justice . . . but it wasn’t vengeance.

			It wasn’t what I wanted.

			It never had been.

			The mixer wasn’t a big machine. It would take several loads to make enough concrete to fully submerge a human body. But that was OK. Kyle was pinned to the bottom of his hole. He wasn’t going anywhere. The construction workers wouldn’t show up on-site until morning. The full moon was providing more than enough light . . .

			I grabbed the bag of cement.

			Whenever I’d imagined killing Kyle, I’d imagined something quick, gory, and dramatic. A knife, a combine harvester, a car rigged to blow. This wasn’t that. It was slow, and exhausting. So exhausting that I felt my bolts shred in my joints and my remaining spider legs bend and twist. The mixer was heavy, very heavy, and the bags of cement were even heavier. But slowly, inch by inch, I dragged the mixer over to Kyle’s hole, loaded up the cement, and hosed it until it looked the way I imagined cement should look.

			The first load of cement just splattered him, making him cough and scream.

			The second load of cement clumped lumpy and badly mixed onto his lap.

			The third was waterier and more left him sitting in a puddle of wet gray as deep as his ankles.

			“Stop!” he screamed as I began mixing the fourth load. “I’ll go to the police! Please!”

			I pulled the camera off my front, claws tearing through the duct tape, and tossed it into the hole with him. It plopped into the wet cement, red recording light vanishing a moment later as it sank. That silenced Kyle. He stopped begging and screaming and just stared, stared at the puddle of cement around him, at the rebar sticking through his thigh, pinning him to the bottom of the hole.

			When I tipped in the next load, he began to cry, great, loud, heaving sobs. I didn’t care. Which wasn’t right. I should’ve cared. I should’ve felt triumphant, victorious. Instead, I just felt tired.

			I dumped another load of cement down on top of him.

			Time swayed, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, but every time it started to rush forward, I held it back, clenching my claws until they felt like they were going to snap. My exhaustion felt like a black hole, sucking me down, relentless and overwhelming. And yet I couldn’t stop. I knew I’d only have one shot at this, one chance. So I kept working, scooping gritty powder into the churning machine, pouring in water, and then dumping it over him, load after load, even as the moon rolled by overhead.

			It wasn’t quick. It wasn’t easy. It was cutting down a tree one splinter at a time. But I needed that tree down. I needed him dead. I needed this, more than anything else, to be over.

			“I don’t understand,” he croaked, waist deep, tears trekking lines through the dirt and blood smeared across his face. “I don’t understand. I did what you wanted me to do. I told you I killed Lucy. I said what you wanted me to say. I don’t understand.”

			“I know.”

			Kyle would never understand. Not until it happened to him. Not until he felt the life crushed out of him. Not until he tried to scream and found he couldn’t. Or maybe he wouldn’t ever understand. Maybe he just wasn’t capable of that. I didn’t suppose it really mattered in the end.

			I tipped another load into the hole.

			He coughed, tight and weak, like he couldn’t suck in a full breath of air. I wondered, briefly, if he’d apologize. Now that there was no camera, now that it was obvious I wasn’t going to change my mind, now that he must know there was no rescue coming . . . would he apologize?

			I waited for those words as the cement rose from his chest to his shoulders to his neck.

			I thought perhaps he was going to utter them as he tipped his head back, straining, uselessly, to keep his face in the air for a few minutes more.

			But he never did.

			The only thing he said, moments before his mouth was submerged, was . . . “I can’t breathe. It hurts. It’s too heavy. It hurts.”

			“Yeah,” I said, voice echoing from both his phone and mine. “I know that too.” Then I tipped the mixer over his head.

			I kept mixing cement until every part of him was buried, until the last strand of his coppery-brown hair was gone. I dropped his phone and blazer in too, watching them sink slowly beneath the lumpy gray surface. Then I sat at the edge of the hole and watched the still flat surface as it slowly dried.

			I’d thought it might bubble, or buckle, or break. It didn’t. It stayed flat and perfect, as if nothing was beneath it at all. It didn’t even look that different from how it had before, a hole with a lump of heaped cement at the bottom, propping up the rebar. If no one looked closely, they might not even notice one hole had slightly more concrete in it than the others.

			It was as if Kyle had never been there, never fallen, never existed at all.
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			I staggered out of the construction site, my phone clutched tenderly in my claw. I was covered with mud and cement dust, my joints stiff from it. The color had been scraped off my metal limbs, and my screws wobbled, frayed and loose.

			Time was still slow, but even if it hadn’t been, I wouldn’t have had the energy to do anything about it. It took all I had just to walk across the lot, climb out through the hole in the mesh fence, and totter into a small, scrubby patch of brush, thick with wild blackberries and spiderwebs.

			I collapsed, my remaining legs bent, broken, and rattling. I couldn’t stop shaking. I wanted to scream. Perhaps I was screaming. Perhaps that was what the deafening ringing echoing through my skull was. A howl, raw and raging, terrible and triumphant.

			I’d won. I’d done exactly what I’d sworn I’d do, sitting on the shelf in my grandma’s workroom. It didn’t feel like I’d thought it would. It felt better. It felt worse. It felt like there’d been a sword through me, cutting deeper and deeper, and now I’d finally pulled it out, was finally free, finally bleeding out.

			I thought of Grandma as she’d been when I last saw her, pale and worn. Then I pushed the memory down and replaced it with one of her singing in the kitchen, glasses foggy, voice high and happy.

			I thought of Cookie barking through the walls. I swapped it out with a memory of him snoring loud enough to shake the curtains, paws twitching as he chased a rabbit in his dreams.

			I thought of Nicola.

			I thought of the way she’d looked at Ginger’s tea party, half hidden behind a curtain of hair, freckles poking through her foundation, eyes sleepy and playful and curious all at once. I thought of how she’d looked at Trash N’ Treasure, the red of her uniform faded from one too many washes. I thought of her smile, the one she’d shown me when we sat out by her letter box, toothy and cheeky and wildly beautiful.

			I thought of her getting back to an empty house and knew with gut-kick certainty that I couldn’t do that to her, not again. She’d done so much for me, and I’d done too much to her. I’d won. I’d fulfilled my promise. But I wasn’t abandoning her. Not again.

			I flipped open my phone and dialed her number from memory, the press of my claws scratching the buttons on the keypad. I hadn’t wanted to use the contact list in case something went wrong, in case someone found the phone. As the phone rang, I felt a corkscrew of uncertainty worm through me. What if I’d gotten the number wrong? What if I couldn’t call her? What if⁠—

			“Hello?” Nicola’s voice crackled out of my phone, distant and confused.

			“Hey,” I said, breathy with relief. “It’s me.”

			“Oh shit. Lu. Hi. You OK?”

			I wasn’t sure how to answer that question. “I don’t know,” I admitted.

			“Right. OK. I’m driving Ginger home now. Will be home in about⁠—”

			“I’m not at your house.”

			“Where are you?”

			“I’m sorry. It was crazy. I didn’t think it would work. And then I was going to walk back, but it’s late and I just didn’t . . . I didn’t want you to get home and it be empty again and . . .”

			“Where are you?”

			“I’ve done something really stupid.”

			“Where. Are. You?”

			“I’m at the construction site. I⁠—”

			Time swirled forward, so sharply, so suddenly, that I jerked back in shock, the phone sliding out of my claw. The roar of the nearby road became a high, angry whine. The moon raced gleefully up the sky, a puppy with a broken chain.

			Numbly, I supposed I shouldn’t be surprised. I’d been slowing down time all night, pushing back, keeping it contained. Eventually, it had to push back. The dam was breaking; I was breaking. I felt weak and wrung out, small and threadbare.

			With a shaking claw, I picked up the phone and held it up. The call timer was whirling upward, higher and higher. Twenty minutes. Thirty. Forty. Nicola didn’t hang up. If she was saying anything, I couldn’t hear it.

			A short, high-pitched sound prickled in my ears, repetitive and persistent, like the chirping of a fire alarm or the buzzing of an alarm clock. It took me a moment to realize it was a voice, a human voice, calling my name over and over again, relentless and angry. “Lu! Lu! LUUU!”

			Nic?

			Instantly, she was there, kicking down the blackberry bush in a blur, seizing me in long, sweaty arms, and crushing me to her chest, as soft as a brick wall, as careful as a plane crash. Her heart buzzed hot and frantic against my porcelain cheek, her breath blasted against my limbs, fast, and furious. Words tumbled from her lips, too fast for me to follow as her fingers scrubbed over what remained of my head, finding the new cracks and turning painfully gentle in an instant. I wished she wouldn’t do that. I wished she’d hug me tighter, tight enough to crush the atoms between us, to suffocate all the feelings smashing and screaming inside me.

			Her face swam into view, bathed in yellow light. She said something else, voice like electricity, still too fast to understand.

			I was more exhausted than I thought possible, stretched, thinned, frayed, and faded. But I couldn’t leave her. I pushed back against the time stream, pushed with everything I had. Reluctantly, the world slowed, sharpened, and came into focus. When it did, Nicola was standing by her car. It was parked, doors hanging open, headlights spearing light into the trees. As time returned to normal, the glitchy, graphical noise hanging in the light resolved itself into insects. Fat, bumbling beetles, dust-colored moths, and a couple of long-limbed crickets with wings that hummed.

			“. . . don’t understand,” Nicola was saying, voice dipping into my auditory range. “I don’t understand why she’s here. I . . .”

			“You don’t understand?” Ginger stepped into the light, arms wrapped around her middle, eyes wide and shoulders shaking. It was the first time I’d seen her, really seen her, since I’d died. I hated that she was still beautiful. Hair a tangle of tight curls, cheeks pinked rose, and lips pert and perfect. “What are we doing here, Nicola?” she asked in a voice that teetered uncertainly upward, a question, but not one she sounded like she wanted to know the answer to. “Why is Kyle’s car here? Where is⁠—”

			“Do you care?” Nicola asked. “Do you really care where he is after everything you heard tonight?”

			“I . . . no, but . . .” Her gaze flicked to me and back to Nicola. “What’s that toy? Why does it have a phone? Where’s your friend? What’s going on?”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“You owe me⁠—”

			“No,” Nicola snapped. “No. I’m sorry, but I don’t owe you a thing. I’m tired, Ginger. I’m really tired. So, if it’s all right by you, I’m taking my weird, gross, spooky, lying doll and I’m going ho⁠—”

			Hey.

			She jerked in surprise. “Lu? You’re awake?”

			I don’t sleep. I go f⁠—

			“Who are you talking to?” Ginger asked. “God. Nicola. What have you done?”

			“What have I done?” Nicola rounded back on Ginger. “I drove you hundreds of kilometers to talk to someone who told you exactly what I told you a year ago. I held your hand while you cried about it.”

			Shame was etched into every line on Ginger’s face. Still, her eyes weren’t sticking on Nicola; they kept falling to me, then snapping back, uncertain and scared. I curled my legs up, hooking a couple into Nicola’s shirt, anchoring myself to her.

			“Lu,” Nicola said, softly, pulling me around so I could see her better. Her cheeks were flushed beneath her freckles, her eyes bright. “I need to know. Is Kyle here? What happened to him?”

			He’s gone.

			“Gone?” There was a strange sort of intensity in her voice. “Gone where?”

			I didn’t answer.

			“You got him, didn’t you.” She said it not as a question but rather a realization, a revelation, the sort people have in church with their eyes closed and hands in the air. “You got him.”

			“Nicola,” Ginger said. “Nicola, you’re scaring me.”

			Nicola closed her eyes and took a deep breath that hitched and shivered in the back of her throat.

			“Nicola?”

			“I don’t want to scare you,” Nicola said, opening her eyes. “I don’t. I just . . . I can’t explain this, OK? I can’t⁠—”

			“I need you to try.”

			“No. No, I⁠—”

			“Your friend called,” Ginger said. “We came here to look for them, and that’s my husband’s car. I know you hate him. I know that. I know why, and I know I let you down, but please, you have to tell me if⁠—”

			“If I killed him?” Nicola asked. “That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it? You think I killed him.”

			Ginger’s silence said it all.

			“I’ve been with you all night, Ginger.”

			“Who?” Ginger said. “Who called you? Who did we come here to see?”

			“You’re not going to believe me.”

			“Try me.”

			Nicola’s face twisted into a dry, pained smile. “Lucy,” she said after a while. “I’m here for Lucy.”

			“Lucy’s gone,” Ginger said, her hands in front of her, palms forward, like she was facing down a velociraptor, not one of her oldest friends. “She’s been gone for ye⁠—”

			“No. She’s dead, but she’s not gone. She’s . . . fuck. Fuck. I know you think I’m crazy. I thought I was crazy when this started. But I’m not. She’s here. She really is. Ghosts are real. Or, well, one of them is. I looked for others, back when I was still trying to wrap my head around it all. I went around the graveyard and dropped a ‘knock knock’ at every plot, just to see if someone spooky would pop up with a ‘who’s there?’ but they were as silent as the . . . well. You know. Which, like, is statistically improbable, right? If there’s one ghost, there’s got to be more. But if there are, I haven’t found them. I’ve only ever found Lucy. Or, really, she found me. She⁠—”

			You went ghost hunting without me?

			I didn’t know why⁠—perhaps I was regaining strength now that I wasn’t leaning against the time stream, or perhaps it was just the emphasis I put on those words⁠—but the end of that sentence echoed, not out of Nicola’s hearing aid but out of the phone still clutched in my claw, my voice thready and thin.

			“. . . without me?”

			I rolled my eye around to see the screen, glowing green. Nicola had never hung up.

			“Nicola,” Ginger said, inching back a step. “What is this?”

			“A ghost,” Nicola answered. “Either that or one very long, very elaborate prank by my audiologist. And, before you say it, I’m not hallucinating. I thought that at first too, but she knows things, things only the real Lucy would know, and⁠—”

			“Nic talks a lot when she’s scared,” I explained.

			Ginger jerked back. “Nicola, what is this?”

			“It’s Lucy. I swear. She’s here. She’s in this doll.” Nicola held me up.

			I waved one exhausted claw.

			Ginger stumbled back another step. “No. No. That’s not Lucy.”

			“It is. She is. It’s . . . fuck. This isn’t how I imagined this going. Actually, this is exactly how I imagined it going. You don’t believe me. You’ve never believed me.”

			“Nicola. This isn’t . . . this isn’t OK. I know everything has been awful tonight, but you can’t . . . you can’t believe this. You know that isn’t Lucy, right? Lucy’s been gone since⁠—”

			“Listen or leave,” Nicola snapped. “I checked Kyle’s car. The key’s in the ignition. Either you listen or you get out of here, but don’t patronize me.”

			Ginger stared at her for a long moment, face white, shoulders shaking, even though it wasn’t cold. It felt like minutes, it felt like years, but then she crossed her arms and planted her feet. I figured that meant she wasn’t leaving. She was staying, for now at least. Which meant it was my turn.

			I wasn’t sure what I should say. I wasn’t sure there was anything I could say that would make her believe. With Nicola, it had been easy. A phone number, a password. This time, I didn’t have any get-out-of-jail-free cards. Only words.

			My grandma used to say I had a way with words. My English teachers had never agreed.

			“We sat at the same table in year six,” I began, too tired to think of anything better. “You let me borrow your glue stick because mine never worked. Also, yours was blue glue, which was just cooler. Actually, my glue stick worked just fine. I just liked yours. I liked talking to you, even though I was kinda scared of you too.”

			Ginger was shaking. “That’s . . . that’s not . . .”

			“And then we went to high school, and you were popular, and I wasn’t, which wasn’t anything new, but still stung I guess. It all feels kinda pointless now, doesn’t it? High school drama. We graduated, and then you started to message me. I’ve never had many friends. Mostly just Krissy.”

			“This isn’t . . .”

			“Do you remember year ten formal?” I continued, rambling, unsure if any of this was what I was meant to be saying, what she’d want to hear. “You wore a pink dress and bedazzled Vans, which I said were cringey as fuck, but actually I was jealous as fuck, ’cause your feet looked like disco balls. Also, I’d colored my shoes in black with marker, thinking they’d look cool, but they didn’t. They looked like . . . well . . . shoes colored in with a marker. Really, the more I think about it, the more I think I probably have an issue where I lash out at those I’m jealous of, but, like . . . I’m dead, and I don’t think they do therapy for dead people, so . . .”

			“None of this . . . ,” Ginger whispered. “None of this means anything. None of this is⁠—”

			“You always were bright, brighter than anyone else. I guess that’s what I want to say. You don’t need to believe I’m real, but I hope you know that. You’re so much better than a loser like Kyle. That’s why I brought the strawberry Cruisers to your tea party. They were glittery and pink, and they made me think of you. You were always such a Barbie. But, like, a hot Barbie, which was so⁠—”

			“I never told anyone about those drinks. I . . .” Ginger’s hand fluttered up to cover her mouth. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.

			“Lucy brought Cruisers?” Nicola said, looking down at me. “Holy shit. I didn’t know it was that kind of party.”

			“It wasn’t,” I said.

			“It wasn’t,” Ginger echoed a beat later. “My mum would’ve freaked if she knew. She was convinced I needed to lose weight. Sugary, alcoholic drinks like that? No way. I hid them. After Lucy vanished, I told myself I’d give them back to her when she came back and⁠—”

			“Do you still have them?” I asked.

			“Yeah,” Ginger said. “I still have them. I couldn’t throw them away. Not when Lucy said she’d come back and get them.”

			“Did I say that?”

			“Are you . . . are you serious? That was the last thing you ever said to me, Lucy. I’ve thought about those words every day for years. There were nights I couldn’t stop thinking about them and you forgot?”

			“I had a lot going on! Have you ever had to control-alt-delete your way out of death? It’s not as easy as it looks, you know.”

			Nicola was laughing, hoarse, barking, and beautiful.

			Ginger looked like she’d rather be crying.

			I wished I could do both. I wanted to laugh, to cry, to howl and dance and show the concrete puddle I’d left in the construction site middle fingers I didn’t have. Kyle was dead. He wouldn’t hurt anyone else ever again, and it didn’t save me, killing him didn’t save me, but that didn’t matter, I couldn’t let it matter, I wouldn’t let it matter. Because I’d won. I’d won. And that was a good thing. A good thing.

			I didn’t realize I’d started shaking until Nicola squeezed me tighter with her arm, locking my limbs against her side.

			“It’s OK, Lu. It’s OK.”

			No, I said, no longer projecting my voice into my phone, no longer wanting to talk to anyone but her. It’s not. I fucked up. I died. I was⁠—

			“That’s OK, that’s OK.”

			I stole your GoPro. I stole it and lost it. I’m sorry.

			She coughed out a tight laugh. “That thing hasn’t worked for years. But, if it’ll make you feel better, I’ll add it to your bill. Why did you have it?”

			I was trying to make him confess. But then I . . . I couldn’t . . . I . . .

			“It’s OK. It’s O⁠—”

			He told me where he left me, I said, softer, sadder. He didn’t bury me. He just put me in an old wombat hole on the creek and covered up the entrance. It was beneath a big, old willow. Krissy and I used to play there when we were kids.

			Nicola’s face was a schooled mask.

			He might’ve been lying. I don’t know. I’m sorry.

			“It’s OK,” she said again, quieter but more confidently this time, and turned back to Ginger, who was crying silently as she stared at me. “Take Kyle’s car home,” Nicola told her. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow, we’re going to the creek.”

			“The creek?” Ginger repeated.

			Nicola nodded. “Bring a shovel.”
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			I sat on the grassy embankment beside the creek and watched as a storm crept down the distant hills, a solid lump of dark cloud and flickering light. Ginger stood beside me, wrapped in Nicola’s yellow rain jacket, blonde hair whipping around her head as the wind plucked and pulled at her, fickle and mean.

			Half in the creek, half on the jagged dirt edge stood an old, dead willow tree, branches spindly and black, bark cracking and peeling away. When I was a kid, it’d been green, alive, the names of lovers carved into the trunk new enough that they were still tacky with sap. Now it looked like something from a Tim Burton movie.

			What if we can’t find it? I asked. I didn’t want to say “me.” I didn’t want to think about this place being my grave . . . even though it was.

			“Then we come back tomorrow,” Nicola called up at me. She was in the creek, knee-deep in water, hacking at the muddy roots of the willow tree with a shovel. “I’m not leaving your body out here, Lu. Your family deserves to know what happened. We’ll find you. I don’t care if I have to dig up the whole goddamned tree.”

			Ginger glanced uncertainly across at me and then down to Nicola. “We can’t stay much longer. You’ll get struck by lightning.”

			She’s right, I added. Either that or you’ll get washed away when the rain raises the water level.

			“Also,” Ginger said, “I think the water is rising.” I didn’t have my phone, and she couldn’t hear me. Perhaps that was a little fucked up. Perhaps I should’ve tried harder to include Ginger. But I was tired, it was early, and a small unexamined part of me wasn’t quite as ready as I’d thought I’d been to give up the special connection I had with Nicola. Which, if I was being honest, wasn’t just a little fucked up; it was properly fucked up, far up enough in the fucked-up subscription tiers to come with a free armchair diagnosis. But, in that moment, I didn’t care.

			“Just a few more minutes,” Nicola said, and kept digging.

			I curled my spider legs around myself and watched her work.

			Kyle had said we’d played here as kids. I didn’t remember that. What I remembered was climbing to the top of the trunk with Krissy while he and his friends ran around the creek bed below, splashing in the shallow water and whipping each other with leafy branches.

			Krissy and I would’ve been six, maybe seven. Old enough not to call the dragonflies zigzagging through the air baby helicopters anymore, but not so old not to think it. The adults had been gathered around the nearby barbecue, the smell of burning meat and the sound of their curses carried by the wind.

			It used to be a happy memory, a simple one. Now I couldn’t conjure it in my head without also hearing Kyle’s panicked voice, echoing out of the hole in the ground, hands clutching at his bloody thigh, pale face peering up at me through the tangle of steel rebar.

			“. . . I left you beneath the willow . . .”

			Below, Nicola snarled, almost as if she could hear him too, and drove the head of the shovel furiously at the willow’s spidery roots.

			“. . . I didn’t want you to be somewhere ugly . . .”

			Mud, rock, and clay sloshed down into the water at Nicola’s feet, gross and lumpy.

			“. . . it was a wombat hole . . .”

			Just the idea of being shoved in somewhere so small, so dark, so dirty, made my claws shake, my glue feel cold and choking. I wanted to go home, sit on the sofa, or, better yet, in the sink. I was waterproof now, right? I could do that. I could shower again.

			I let myself imagine it. The bright white light, the blast of warm water, the weighty, steamy taste of the air. I missed showering so much. There was so much I missed. So many little things, things I never even thought about when I was alive.

			The too-spicy taste of Grandma’s chicken noodle soup, my lips numb, my cheeks hot. The feel of laughter, the sort of laughter that made my eyes wet and my lungs feel high and tight. The feel of running a comb through my hair a few extra times, pulling it back behind my ears.

			“Ginger,” Nicola called. “Do you have your phone?” She’d stopped digging.

			“It’s in my pocket,” Ginger replied.

			“I need a light.”

			I watched as Ginger uncertainly slid down the muddy bank, stumbling over roots and loose rock. She was in skinny jeans, which didn’t help, and sandals, which only hindered. By the time she made it to the bottom, she was as muddy as Nicola. She hesitated a moment before stepping into the knee-deep water and wading out to where Nicola stood.

			I watched the two of them standing in the slow brown stream, half obscured by the grass and scrub.

			Nicola whispered something to Ginger. Ginger whispered something back and pulled her phone from her pocket, turning the light on and shining it at something in the roots of the tree. I couldn’t see what they were looking at. I didn’t want to see it.

			“It’s her,” Nicola’s lips said, too soft for me to hear, but it was easy to read. They were the words I’d been waiting for, the words I’d been dreading.

			“It just looks like fabric,” Ginger replied.

			“It’s Hello Kitty.”

			“What’s Hello Kitty got to do with anything?”

			Nicola tossed the shovel up onto the embankment and clawed at the earth with her hands. I couldn’t see what she was uncovering, but I could see Ginger’s face. The color drained out of her cheeks, not slowly but instantly, pink vanishing, replaced with a grayish white. “Oh . . .”

			“It’s her,” Nicola said again, louder, surer. “Call the police.”

			Ginger turned aside and began fumbling with her phone. “What should I say?”

			“Tell them we were walking and saw something.”

			That’s such an obvious lie, I said as Ginger dialed triple zero, the words spilling out of me so fast they tangled. You can’t see anything from up here, and who goes walking just before a thunderstorm? Also, you’re pretty famously the person who was accusing Kyle of my murder. They’ll accuse you of planting the body. They’ll say you did it. They’ll say . . .

			Nicola looked up at me. The rain was already flattening her hair against her forehead; her hands were covered in mud, her jeans soaked to the thigh. Despite it, somehow, there was a quietness to her. An aura of control. “It’s OK, Lu,” she said, low but loud enough to carry. “Leave the lying to me, OK. I can handle it.”

			That’s very noble. Stupid, but noble. You know, they’re probably going to blame you, arrest you. I thought that’s what you didn’t want to happen. A life behind bars.

			“It’ll be fine, Lu. It’ll be fine.”

			You say that. But maybe we should just leave. Maybe we should just forget about this. Maybe⁠—

			“We’re not leaving you here.”

			“Yes,” Ginger said into her phone. “Hello? My friend and I are at the creek, and we think . . . we think we’ve found a body . . .”

			Lose the shovel, I suggested, soft as a whisper, so none of it would leak into Ginger’s call. The police might have questions about that.

			Nicola picked it up off the bank and threw it into the water. I watched it drift slowly away downstream.
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			It took seven days for my body to be identified. They used dental records and old DNA samples from my grandma. Foreign DNA was found under my fingernails, which “brought to light a new suspect not previously considered in this cold case.” The police didn’t say exactly who it matched, but everyone figured it out pretty quick when they offered a $10,000 reward for information as to the whereabouts of Kyle Richard Lawson.

			After two weeks it became $20,000.

			By week three the local gardening club had banded together and pitched in to get the number up to $26,755.

			Honestly, I was surprised he hadn’t been found. The woman who’d answered the phone that night, Brenda, knew he was going to the construction site, and I’d bet if the police got a dog to run around the lot, they’d zero in on the place where he was. But that didn’t happen. Even as the weeks turned into months, that didn’t happen.

			Krissy posted a video on Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube. The title: They COULDN’T find the KILLER⁠—now they’re BLAMING my BROTHER!!

			“The police are liars,” she said, jaw wobbling so much it looked like it might come off. “They keep saying Lucy called me the weekend she went missing except she didn’t. They’ve been making up stories to try and blame my family since the start. Now they think it’s my brother because . . . what? There might be DNA. That’s not evidence. It’s all bullshit. We’ve been nothing but cooperative. Kyle’s my twin. I’ve known him my whole life. I don’t know where he is, but he wouldn’t do this. He’s probably just scared and in hiding.”

			The video got over a hundred thousand views before she deleted it.

			At least a thousand of those were mine.

			I watched it over and over again, curled in the corner of the sofa with Nicola’s phone propped up against the cushions. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. Perhaps a hint of uncertainty, a flicker of doubt.

			A tell.

			Something that would let me know what was going on behind her painfully familiar eyes. Had she known all along? Had she lied to the police? Had she helped him cover it up? Or had Kyle used her too?

			Whatever I was looking for, I couldn’t see it.

			Even as Kyle’s photo started appearing on real wanted posters, ones printed by the cops, she kept telling everyone her brother couldn’t possibly be the monster the police were making him out to be. Even after she deleted the video, she continued posting stories about what a good guy Kyle was, how kind, how nice, how incapable of murder. Her feed flooded with photos of him helping out at the community garden, standing by the family’s business sign, smiling over a birthday cake.

			I know you’re innocent.

			Come home soon.

			RIP Lucy. You were my best friend. I pray they find who really did this to you every day.

			None of those posts got as many likes as the one Ginger pinned to the top of her profile.

			For all those asking: I don’t know where my husband is, and I don’t care. He’s not the man I thought I married. I hope the police find him and lock him up for the rest of his life.

			Which, by the time week four rolled around, seemed to be the unanimous opinion of everyone in town.

			“Never trusted that guy,” I overheard the barista say as Nicola bought an iced latte. “Always got hazelnut syrup. Only sociopaths get hazelnut syrup.”

			“I hope he cries when they find him,” another person said loudly as we rode home on the bus, me in the mesh back pocket of Nicola’s backpack. “Coward piece of shit.”

			“Creepy vibes,” someone else told a news crew, their voice coming through the TV late at night. “Bad aura. A narcissist, probably. Maybe a sociopath. Or a psychopath! Yeah, that’s it. He totally killed Lucy. I always thought so, even before those messages started appearing all around town. Everyone knew, I reckon. There was that lady, the one with hair like a boy, Nicky, she said it, but we all knew.”

			Everyone knew.

			A bad apple.

			Rotten to the core.

			To hear the town talk, no one ever liked the guy. Even Lawson Quarry got a rebrand, Kyle’s name, face, and mission statement snipped from the website overnight. Brenda’s work, I assumed. From one business administrator to another, I admired the hustle.

			So it turned out the winning combo was Plan A and B together. Kill him and his reputation. A one-two punch. My vengeance and Nicola’s. Retribution squared.

			Still, it wasn’t as sweet as I’d imagined. The satisfaction I felt at Kyle’s death was muddied by the guilt that sucked at me every time I thought about Krissy. The girl I knew, the woman she became. Even as the weeks turned into months, she kept posting.

			Kyle. Isn’t. A. Killer.

			The truth will win out. I know my brother will be proven innocent.

			Fuck you all. You don’t know what you’re talking about. Kyle never hurt anyone.

			“She doesn’t want to know.” That was what Nicola had told me in the pet cemetery. The evidence was everywhere, stacking up higher every day, more people coming forward, more stories coming to light. Sandy Brown⁠—real name Evie Harper⁠—among them. Someone found and reposted an old video of Krissy talking about another true-crime case, rolling her eyes at the camera as she said, “Innocent people don’t run, duh.” But it didn’t matter. None of it did. Kyle was her brother, her twin. Nicola was right. She didn’t want to know.

			I should’ve hated her for that, but I didn’t.

			I couldn’t.

			I wished there’d been a happy ending for her. I wished she could’ve walked away from all of this unharmed. But, deep down, I’d always known that had never been an option. She’d always been too closely tied to Kyle. No matter how, if he went down, she was going to be collateral. But it was one thing to know that and another to witness it playing out in real time on social media.

			If Lucy were alive, she’d tell you what a great guy Kyle is. She loved him. I know she did. She was MY friend, not yours, I know what she’d say. And Kyle is MY brother. I know him better than ANY of you.

			Three months after my body was recovered, the police released it from evidence. Grandma and Auntie Dawn flew in for the funeral. Apparently, my dad did too, though I wasn’t sure where from. Over two hundred people attended. I didn’t. I didn’t want to hear the bullshit speeches, to see the news crews stationed outside, to see my coffin, closed casket, being lowered slowly into the ground. More than anything else, I didn’t want to listen to Grandma crying over me again.

			“Are you sure?” Nicola asked for the thousandth time. “You could talk to her.”

			I’m sure, I said, even though I wasn’t. Just . . . make sure they don’t bury me the wrong way around or anything.

			Nicola’s suit was too big, the hems rolled up and the shoulders sagging. Paired with her spiky mullet of hair, it gave her a rakish sort of androgyny. Julia Roberts at the 1990 Golden Globes. Ginger wore a simple black dress that hung loose around the visible swell of her pregnancy.

			They left for the funeral in the same car, Ginger’s, though Nicola was the one driving. I sat in the window, watching them back out of the driveway, feeling more like a ghost than I ever had. I could see their lips moving through the windscreen, talking, but about what I couldn’t tell. Vaguely, I wondered if the sick spiraling in my gut was jealousy, or regret.

			I didn’t know. I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want to think about anything.

			I climbed off the windowsill, grabbed Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland off the bottom of the bookshelf, and crawled into the vent in the kitchen, curling up around the crinkly, water-damaged pages, rereading the familiar words, studying the faded pictures. Alice chasing a rabbit in a waistcoat, her terror illustrated in porcelain-chilling detail as she tumbled down the hole, then, a few pages later, staring out into a world several sizes too big.

			I shouldn’t be jealous of Nicola and Ginger. And, the truth was, I wasn’t. It was a strange sort of relief knowing they were reconnecting. Everything was wrapping up neatly, the bad guy had been punished, the world had been set to rights. It felt like a storybook ending, the right ending.

			I knew what was supposed to happen at the end of my story. When a ghost finishes their unfinished business, they fade away, and what was this if not the end? Kyle was dead. Grandma was burying me in the graveyard less than a kilometer away from Cookie. Nicola and Ginger were clearly growing closer together, and I’d seen the new bisexual-flag pin on Ginger’s bag. I reckoned Nicola had probably seen it too. I reckoned it was probably put there for Nicola to see.

			A happy ending for them.

			A shitty ending for Krissy.

			A painful but cathartic ending for Grandma and Auntie Dawn, one not complicated by the reveal that I was stuck inside a toy that they’d abandoned in the trash.

			I opened the book to the centerfold. The Hatter, the March Hare, and Alice, celebrating their unbirthdays. The image was faded, the page stained with mud; the Hatter’s coy smile seemed somehow very sad.

			It was time for me to leave. It was time for me to untangle myself from the doll and go back to where I belonged, like Alice returning from Wonderland. I knew that. I knew it as sure as if I were an actor on a stage reading it off a script. Act 5. Scene 12. Lucy McQuinn says something deep and meaningful, then fades away forever. But I didn’t want to. I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t finished. I didn’t have the answers to any of my questions.

			Why did Kyle do that to me? I didn’t know.

			Why couldn’t I stop him? I didn’t know that either.

			What’s going to happen now? Another big fat question mark.

			I couldn’t leave yet. I wasn’t done. Except that was bullshit. Those questions were bullshit. They anchored me in the world of the living, but anchors don’t need to be solved to free yourself of them . . . they just need to be let go of. Even as I thought that I felt myself loosen, the grip I had on my mechanical limbs and porcelain head slackening and slipping. Darkness welled up, not the darkness of grief but a bigger darkness, an alien void, empty and yawning.

			In panic, I seized control of my small metal limbs and screamed. I screamed and screamed and screamed until suddenly Nicola was there, crushing my clattering spider body to her chest and squeezing tight.

			“It’s OK, Lu. It’s OK. It’s OK.”

			I don’t want to die, I heard myself think, frantic and blubbering, metal limbs a juddering rictus of terror. I don’t want to go. I don’t want to die. Please don’t make me die. I don’t want to die.

			“It’s OK,” she kept repeating, calm and clear, like a ghost begging not to die was normal and OK, not sad and pathetic. “It’s OK. It’s OK. It’s OK.”

			That night, Nicola, Ginger, and I all cuddled up beneath a blanket and watched The Walking Dead, starting from season one, episode one. The hard metal joints of my legs couldn’t have been comfortable squished between their bodies, but neither Nicola nor Ginger complained.

			Ginger brought drinks, my drinks, the pink vodka Cruisers I’d brought to her tea party, so radioactive with chemicals that they looked as crisp and fresh as the day I’d plucked them off the shelf at the bottle shop. Ginger used her car keys to slowly pry the cap off her bottle and then offered them to Nicola.

			Nicola made full eye contact with her as she twisted the cap off with her hand.

			“Oh,” Ginger said. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

			“You’re so sheltered it’s scary sometimes,” Nicola replied.

			Real scary, I agreed, even though I hadn’t known they were twist-offs either.

			“Lucy says so too,” Nicola translated.

			Ginger’s eyes flicked to me, picking off the cap of my own drink with my claw, even though I couldn’t actually drink it. Still, it was nice to see three bottles sitting in a row on the coffee table. By the second episode Ginger’s and Nicola’s were empty. Mine stayed full, but when Nicola tried to steal a sip, Ginger elbowed her so hard that I was briefly worried she’d broken her rib.

			We stayed there for hours, slowly getting more horizontal as the autoplay carried us from one episode to the next, not even bothering to skip the intro. Eventually, sometime in episode eight, as Ginger snored and zombies swarmed, Nicola pulled me close and whispered into my porcelain ear.

			“You wanna see something that will piss you off?”

			No. Why would I want to see that?

			“I want you to see it.”

			Why?

			“Because you’re funny when you’re pissed off.” She rolled around, careful not to jostle Ginger, and picked her discarded suit jacket off the floor. From the pocket she pulled out a brochure. It had my name written across it in swirly black letters. “They handed these out at your funeral.”

			My metal felt cold. Oh . . .

			She opened it, turned to the last page, and showed me a photo printed there. I knew that photo. It was the one that had been posted onto Instagram the night I died, the one that had made me throw my phone into the laundry pile. I was dressed as the Hatter, my feet propped up, empty teacup in my hand, hat pulled down over my eyes. “Still can’t believe you wore a waistcoat and tails. Totally unfair to upstage us all like that.”

			My Meccano felt oddly warm. You looked good too.

			“Nothing like this.”

			I’m not seeing the part that’s meant to piss me off.

			She tapped the caption with her pointer finger.

			I reached out, pinched the brochure between my crab claws, and pulled it close so I could read it.

			Lucy May McQuinn, age 20, at a tea party, dressed as Willy Wonka.

			Motherfuckers.

			Nicola snickered. Ginger stirred but did not wake. The people on the TV began running as the zombies attacked.

			Tea party, I snapped. Tea. Party. Who typed that and didn’t stop to think, huh, isn’t that odd? What would Willy Wonka be doing at a tea party?

			“Chocolate,” Nicola whispered. “Tea. Pretty much the same.”

			I don’t even know how to begin with you.

			“There’s still a chance that this is one very long, elaborate mental breakdown,” Nicola said. “In which case, hallucination, you begin and end with me.”

			Her tone was light and playful, but the words still send a sting of unease through me. You don’t really still think I could be a hallucination, do you?

			For a split second the subtitles on the screen changed. Square bracketed screams replaced with two words in glitchy, pixelated text. Do you?

			“Nah.” Nicola gently scrubbed her fingers across my bristles of blonde hair and yawned. “You’re way too fucked up to be fake. Besides, if you’re a dream, that means all of this is a dream, and . . .” She glanced at Ginger sprawled out on the sofa beside her, yellow curls and flushed full cheeks, like a woman in one of those old paintings.

			I knew it, I said.

			“Shut up. Nothing’s happened.”

			Yet, I added.

			She didn’t argue.

			Have you forgiven her? I asked. For not believing you?

			“No,” Nicola admitted. “A part of me probably won’t ever forgive her for that. And maybe . . . maybe that will make us impossible. I don’t know. But I’ve loved her for a long time, Lu. Probably as long as you have. Ever since high school.”

			You knew her, I said. You were her friend. I was . . . not that. Actually, I was pretty much the opposite of that. I was too caught up in my own bullshit, too scared, so I loved her from a distance. You loved her close up. I’m glad you’re the one getting the girl.

			It was a soppy sort of thing to say, but what made it even soppier was that it was true. Nicola and Ginger made sense, they fit, they fit so well that even if I’d had a heart that beat, and lungs that breathed, I wouldn’t have wanted to come between them. The thing that hurt wasn’t the idea of them together, but me alone.

			Except I wasn’t alone. Not really.

			“Not sure I’d be able to compete if your boobs were still a factor,” Nicola said with a yawn.

			I studied my scratched metal crab claws thoughtfully. My boobs were pretty great.

			“That’s what they should’ve written on your tombstone. Lucy May McQuinn. Her boobs were pretty great.”

			It was a stupid joke, but hearing it made me feel warmer, more centered, the darkness just that little bit further away.

			Nic, can I tell you something?

			“Oh no. Serious voice. What is it?”

			Nothing. I just . . . You’re the most ride-or-die bitch I know, Nic. By miles. I reckon there’s a good chance you’re the most ride-or-die bitch on planet Earth.

			She huffed out a low laugh. “Is that a compliment?”

			Oh yes. Of the highest order. That’s what my grandma would say.

			“Right. Just making sure.”

			And you deserve to be happy. You do. And I . . . I looked back down at Ginger then, at the chaotic spill of her curly blonde hair, at the pinched rosiness of her cheeks, the full shape of her, slumped and sleeping. I don’t think you should forgive her, I said softly. But I don’t think you should stop loving her either.

			“I don’t think I have much of a choice about either of those things,” Nicola admitted.

			Sounds messy.

			“It’ll fit in with the rest of my life.”

			For the next few minutes, we just watched The Walking Dead, time penduluming back and forth, sometimes slowing and sometimes speeding up, but never enough to really bother me. It felt like I was bobbing along in a lazy tide, my head above the surface, the water carrying me forward, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, but never so violently as to drag me under or smash to a stop against the nearby rocks.

			“Hey, Lucy,” Nicola whispered after a while, voice so soft I almost didn’t hear it.

			Hmm?

			“You ever going to tell me what happened to Kyle?”

			Maybe one day, I lied, and rested my porcelain head back against her chest, watching the TV.

			“Because, you know, the reward for his location is up to $55,079, and you still haven’t paid a cent of rent.”

			You’re still going on about that?

			“Sure I am,” she said, and wrapped an arm around my head in a playful headlock. “Until I get my money, you’re not going anywhere, capisce?” Her bad Al Capone accent couldn’t hide the slight quaver in her voice or the shake of her fingers. “You ain’t sleepin’ with da fishes until I say.”

			Sleepin’ with da fishes? That’s the best you got?

			“Is that a challenge?”

			No, why would it be a⁠—

			“You ain’t joining no heavenly choir,” she said. “You ain’t pushin’ up no daisies neither. The bucket? Unkicked. Those fjords? Not worth pining over. I don’t care how tasty that dust looks, how bad the skeleton army needs new recruits, or how nice the farm over yonder is. You’re not leaving, you freaky undead weirdo. You’re not.”

			Quit it, I said, snipping my claws at her hands. I want to see this part. She released me and I settled down on her, trying to pretend my metal limbs weren’t clanking as I shivered through a strange surge of emotion.

			Not anger.

			Not pain.

			But something that felt just as sharp, just as powerful, just as deep, if not deeper.

			And I’m not undead.
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			I threatened Ginger, of course.

			One day, when Nicola was at work, I took my scrappy old flip phone and poked Ginger’s number into the keypad. Then, in my best D-grade-horror-movie voice, I told her that if she didn’t love and cherish Nicola, I’d kill her. Actually, I said if she broke Nicola’s heart, I’d get my good friend⁠—Mr. Reaper, first name The, middle name Grim⁠—to escort her out the door and straight down to hell. It didn’t matter how many Hail Marys she said, it didn’t matter how many times she crossed herself or cried, she would spend eternity with her piece-of-shit husband if Nicola so much as shed a single tear.

			Ginger listened silently to every word, sitting cross-legged on the floor, phone against her ear, watching me as I clanked and clattered around, still clutching my phone. She was wearing cupcake earrings, a sparkly white scarf around her hair, and a pink denim vest that should’ve looked ridiculous but somehow didn’t, not on her. Her gaze shimmered with tears, the happy kind, which was annoying because I was still threatening her.

			When I’d finished telling her exactly how her entrails would look, hanging like Christmas decorations from the nearest tree, she spoke in a soft, sweet voice, like she meant every word she said, like they came straight from the gooey pink inner chambers of her heart.

			“It’s good to have you back, Lucy.”
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			When Disney first released Snow White, everyone thought it was going to be a faithful adaptation of the fairy tale. Having read the Brothers Grimm version, I can see why Walt took things in a different direction. If the film’s immortality is any indication, I’m not the only one. The theory is that back in 1937, what with the Great Depression and all, everyone needed a happy ending.

			The dead girl needed to come back to life and then the credits needed to roll.

			No blood, no guts, no evil queen being made to dance to death in red-hot iron shoes. A nice happy ending for a nice happy movie⁠—no revenge, no ugliness, just a golden castle in the sky. And, honestly, I like it. I like the way the music swells when Snow White opens her eyes, the exaggerated expressions of joy drawn on the faces of all the dwarfs. Grumpy no longer grumpy. Sleepy wide awake and dancing. It’s so good, I don’t even care that it’s corny as hell.

			Because sometimes you need a fantasy, a happy ending, a rotoscoped prince to ride in on a white horse and deliver true love’s first kiss, a little late, but hey, postage is free, and now you get to live happily ever after.

			A prince didn’t save me; Nicola did, and she sure as shit didn’t do it with a kiss.

			She picked me up off that shelf and glued me back together. She screamed back at me when I screamed at her. She sat with me in the mud on my dog’s grave and took me home wrapped in her rain jacket. And now, years later, she’s still with me, still saving me, with a smirk, a wry comment, a hoarse, happy laugh, better than any prince. A thousand times better.

			I love her. I love her more than anything.

			She’s with Ginger now, and they’re a good couple. A great couple. An iconic couple. Clark Kent and Lois Lane energy. I’d be lying if I said that didn’t sometimes make me jealous. But the truth is, I’m not even sure who or what I’m jealous of.

			It’s been a long time since high school, sitting at the back of the room with Krissy, rolling my eyes at Ginger’s sparkly pink pen all while pretending I wasn’t captivated by the way she sucked on her bottom lip. It’s been even longer since I was a kid in primary school, throwing dirt at the kids that called me a lesbian. I’ve had time to think about myself, my feelings, and accept that what little sexuality I have is definitely zeroed in on women.

			And that’s fine. It’s awesome, actually. It’s a relief to realize that not only was I holding on to some internalized bullshit, but that bullshit was something I could let go of.

			I use both the labels ace and lesbian now. Who cares if it confuses some people? It’s how I feel. An ace lesbian. A lesbian ace. An acebian, if you will. A lesbace. Nonsense is real and it’s beautiful. Honesty for me means rejecting neat categories and embracing the chaos. The Snark was a Boojum, and I can be what I am too, even if I’m dead.

			And hell, maybe one day, I’ll find someone to match my freak. Frankenstein got a bride, after all. Perhaps somewhere there’s a suave, sassy sapphic haunting one of those robotic T. rex toys who wants to snuggle.

			Until then, I’m third wheeling Ginger and Nicola. Weirdly, they seem happy to have me around. I’m a good babysitter. Rowan⁠—Ginger’s son, who has curly blond hair and eyes like Krissy⁠—loves spooky stories, and I love telling them, whispering to him late at night through the baby monitor. Most of my stories are just reworked classics.

			Pride and Prejudice, but the Bennet sisters use necromancy to turn their father into a corpse-puppet so his will never comes into effect.

			Dracula, but his brides change the castle locks during his passport-bro era.

			Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, except the Hatter journeys through a portal of his own to kill Willy Wonka and free the Oompa-Loompas.

			Rowan loves them all. What can I say? The kid has taste. And if all the bad guys in my stories end up buried alive, so what? “Don’t be a tool or you’ll end up drowning in cement” isn’t the worst moral to impart onto a four-year-old. We’re all doing our part to raise the lad up right, after all. Ginger helps him with his speech issues, Nicola makes sure he eats his food, and I keep him company at night, teaching all the important life lessons.

			He’s even taken me to daycare a couple of times. The staff there hate me, but the kids aren’t scared. A generation raised on Toy Story. A haunted doll couldn’t ask for better propaganda. I play with them when the staff aren’t watching and make rude gestures behind the staff’s backs whenever they call me creepy. Which is fair, because I’m not even that creepy anymore. Nicola found me a new body, one of those wooden figurines that artists use, and Ginger made me a suit with a top hat and tails to fit it. The shattered remains of my face had to be glued onto the wooden head, Phantom of the Opera style. If I ever want it, my metal spider body is in the shed, waiting. But for now, I’m serving sexy Regency Pinocchio.

			It’s hot, I swear.

			Maybe not as hot as a human bod would be, but we work with what we’ve got. And I am working it. I’m good at being a haunted doll now. I’m used to it. Better at controlling time, though sometimes it still slips away from me. Better at controlling my grief, though sometimes I lose hold of that too.

			When I see green carpet.

			When I remember a freckle that I used to have that I’ll never see again.

			When I think of Krissy, who still hasn’t accepted what Kyle was and sees Rowan only at family gatherings because she hasn’t forgiven Ginger or Nicola for everything that happened.

			But I’m not giving up. I’m not letting this be the end of me. And I guess that’s why I wanted to write this. I wanted to understand what happened to me. I wanted to piece together the moments that led me here, to this place, with Nicola, and Ginger, and Rowan, and Cookie the Second, who is a fluffy white Pomeranian and looks nothing like Cookie the First but also likes belly rubs.

			He spends most of his days at Lu’s Antiques, Oddities, and Curiosities, which is the store Nicola and Ginger started last year. I do most of the admin, while they work the floor, doing the hard stuff. Stocking shelves, marking prices, chatting to customers.

			This isn’t a fairy tale. The dead girl isn’t coming back to life. I will never be whole again. What happened to me won’t be fixed. But⁠—the good news is⁠—what happened to Kyle can’t be fixed either.

			The police’s manhunt never went very far, and after five years of no leads, I’m pretty sure the case has been slid quietly onto the back burner. Everyone’s saying he hopped the country. Argentina, Thailand, Luxembourg, Fiji, Canada, Antarctica. There’ve been a lot of theories. But so far no one’s guessed the failing megamall’s parking garage with cold spots and electrical issues that no one seems to be able to fix.

			It doesn’t matter.

			Kyle doesn’t matter.

			But what he did to me does.

			What happened to me can never be undone. I can’t go back to who and what I was before. True love’s kiss isn’t real. I’m not going to wake up again, alive and healed and happy. And that sucks. It really fucking sucks. But that doesn’t mean it’s the end. Actually, for the first time in a long time, I feel like I’m at the beginning of something, like this whole time I’ve been climbing up a mountain, staring at my hands and feet on the rock, and only now, standing at the peak, can I see how far I’ve come, and all the places I could still go.

			The future, stretching over the horizon, misty and uncertain, but there.

			Ghost Lore Fact #3: The secret ingredient is anger a big fat question mark.

			I don’t know what’s driving me forward. I don’t know if it’s hope, or will, or spite, or fear. All I know is I don’t want to fade away, no matter what’s written on the script, no matter how nice and neat that ending would be. I don’t want to pretend everything broken has been magically repaired either. I want to continue, to get back what pieces of my life I can. I won’t be the same as I was⁠—I can’t be⁠—but that doesn’t mean I can’t still be me.

			Just because I’m small now, and damaged, and a little fucked up, that doesn’t mean I have to vanish. Just because I checked revenge off of my to-do list, that doesn’t mean I have to peace out. I may be dead, but I’m not done. I’m not.

			Ghost Lore Fact #5: You decide when you’re ready to go, no one else. Fuck the storybook ending.
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					How did this book make you feel?

					Who was your favorite character? Who was your least favorite? Why?

					Lucy gives Nicola a very favorable portrayal, framing her cowardice as discretion and softening the worst of what was said. Do you think that’s deserved? Why do you reckon she glazes her like that?

					What other things do you think Lucy lied about?

					How do you suppose a toy with bent and broken Meccano arms shoveled enough cement to bury a full-grown man?

					That’s the thing I can’t quite get my head around, Lu. Of all the things you could’ve lied about, why me? Why that night?

					Is it to protect Ginger? She knows, Lu. She knows. She sat in the car for hours. She waited, and when we were done, she drove his car home and didn’t say a thing.

					Do you really think she needs to be protected? Do you think I do? Is that it? I was there, Lu. I’m not going to pretend I wasn’t. You put him in the hole, and I buried him. Thanks for the halo, for the angel wings, for the shining, glossy filter, but no thanks. I don’t want it.

			

	
			Thank You

			This book would not have been possible without the support from the Ezeekat Press community, with a special thank you to the Lionbrarian members:

			Abby Smith

			Ailana Warren

			AlliesAnnotation

			ArtsyBec

			Becca Langewicz

			biblioholic29

			BookDragonGwen

			Bookspokenly

			BoxKeeper

			Brett Foster

			Briane Sperry

			BRYN

			CjDawn236

			cozyreader29

			CuppaSunshine

			Danielle Joy

			Dllswolf

			Drea92

			Heather Grace M

			Jasmyn

			Jdhaddon2

			Jenilou

			Jess Pagac

			jessredolfi

			Jmlavoie7

			Jordan Peterson

			Julia Peterson

			Kabbyblue

			Kari Frazier

			Katie Krishnamoorthi

			KaySynclaireAuthor

			Kera88

			Kia Borner

			Koko.vs.books

			lavenderskye

			Lelkins

			Leisa

			LibCraft

			Lilacfairy16

			Manda Dwyer

			Megan K

			Michael Strain

			olivia8397

			Primrose

			RavenTheUndead

			RemarkableBookLife

			Rupert

			SBF

			SillyGooseReads

			SpoodlyPhoenix

			StaDoMo

			StMagoo

			TheatreJunkie87

			thebookcryptid

			Typeofjane

			violetlantern

	
			About the Author

				
					[image: A doll wearing a white dress and a veil is holding a fork.]
				

			barbara truelove is the name given to a moderately sentient Homo sapien known to wander land masses in Oceania and occasionally further afield. Unlike a majority of lifeforms on planet Earth, she has an internal skeletal structure, a warm-blooded circulatory system, and more than four meters of intestinal tract, home to various bacteria. Powered by complex carbons and caffeine, Barbara Truelove has existed in varying forms since the early 1990s. During that time, she’s worked as a television production assistant, a hotel receptionist, and a kindergarten teacher. She’s the author of Of Monsters and Mainframes (Bindery, 2025) and the interactive novel Blood Moon (Hosted Games, 2023). Currently, Barbara lives in Australia on the land of the Gandangara people and spends most of her time wandering the streets in search of free Wi-Fi. She’s been writing since she was nine years old and believes it’s probably too late to break the habit now. Barbara Truelove is represented by Allegra Martschenko at BookEnds Literary Agency. For more information on Barbara Truelove and her work, visit her website: https://barbaratruelove.com/.

	
				
					[image: Ezeekat Press and Bindery Books logos.]
				

			Ezeekat Press is an imprint of Bindery, a book publisher powered by community.

			We’re inspired by the way book tastemakers have reinvigorated the publishing industry. With strong taste and direct connections with readers, book tastemakers have illuminated self-published, backlisted, and overlooked authors, rocketing many to bestseller lists and the big screen.

			This book was chosen by Jaysen Headley in close collaboration with the Ezeekat Press community on Bindery. By inviting tastemakers and their reading communities to participate in publishing, Bindery creates opportunities for deserving authors to reach readers who will love them.

			Visit Ezeekat Press for a thriving
bookish community and bonus content:

			ezeekat.binderybooks.com

			

			[image: Jaysen Headley] Jaysen Headley is a content creator on TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube known as Ezeekat, who celebrates and curates diverse voices in books, games, and other media. Jaysen is listed in the top five BookTok influencers in the world with over 735K followers on TikTok, over 290K on Instagram, and over 56K on YouTube, as well as over 11K members in the Ezeekat book club on Fable. He reads and enjoys a wide range of stories but focuses on fantasy and contemporary middle-grade to adult fiction, with a preference for queer storylines.

			tiktok.com/@ezeekat

			instagram.com/ezeekat

			youtube.com/@ezeekat

	OEBPS/font/Chalet-NewYorkNineteenSixty.otf


OEBPS/image/part_6.jpg
5 |
THE DARK NIGHT OF THE
(DISEMBODIED) SOUL,





OEBPS/font/AdornGarland.ttf


OEBPS/font/WarnockPro-ItCapt.otf


OEBPS/font/WarnockPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/image/author.jpg





OEBPS/image/ep_bb_logos.jpg





cover.jpeg
OF MONSTERS AND MAINFRAMES





OEBPS/font/ArtifexHandCF-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/part_5.jpg
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN
TTTTTTTTTTT





OEBPS/font/Bosk.otf


OEBPS/font/NovaletraSerifCF-Medium.otf


OEBPS/font/WarnockPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/part_7.jpg
AFTERMATH (NOUN)

1. THE PERIOD IMMEDIATELY
FOLLOWING AN UNUSUALLY
RUINOUS EVENT

2. (FARMING) GROWTH
AFTER HARVEST





OEBPS/image/part_2.jpg
part
Wo

THERE'S NOTHING
SADDER THAN BEING
STUCK ON A SHELF.





OEBPS/image/heart_emojis.jpg





OEBPS/font/Raleway.ttf


OEBPS/font/ScalaSansPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/headley.jpg





OEBPS/font/Tomarik-Brush.ttf


OEBPS/image/part_1.jpg
part

YOU MIGHT DIE TODAY.
YOU PROBABLY WON'T.
| HOPE YOU WON'T. BUT
STILL . .. YOU MIGHT.





OEBPS/font/NovaletraSerifCF-LightItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/WarnockPro-It.ttf


OEBPS/font/Raleway-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/font/WarnockPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/part_4.jpg
| READ SOMETHING
ONCE ABOUT BEST-LAID
PLANS. WISH | COULD
REMEMBER WHAT IT WAS.





OEBPS/image/crying_emojis.jpg





OEBPS/image/title.jpg





OEBPS/font/Cedarville-Cursive.ttf


OEBPS/image/part_3.jpg
WHEN YOU'RE GOING
THROUGH HELL, DEVILS
MAKE DECENT COMPANY,





