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      Age is not a one-size-fits-all number. I’m seventeen, but there isn’t a single seventeen-year-old out there to whom I can relate. Not even my twin sister, Ivy.

      She enjoys being seventeen. She says it’s not something you can change, so you might as well accept it. Even though I have a fake ID that says I’m older—which I made when I was fifteen so I could go see R-rated movies without a chaperone—there’s no forging my real age.

      I’m dying to be older, to be done with high school, to leave home for good, to get out of Kokomo. Ivy says she wants to live in New York, so I guess that’s where we’ll head when school’s over. I don’t really care where we end up, as long as it’s far away from Mom, and as long as Ivy and I are together. We can’t live apart, the two of us.

      Just as I think about my twin, she bursts into the house, shaking spring rain off her umbrella. Ivy’s not a fan of rain, but that’s because it ruins her shoes and makes her hair frizz.

      “I saw Dr. Frank today.”

      I lower my gaze to the bolognaise sauce. It makes a strange gurgling sound as it cooks, like a live animal drowning, but it’s only ground beef. Ground beef isn’t alive. Besides, there’s more tomato than meat, because meat is too expensive. “Why did you see her?”

      “I passed her in the street, Asty. On East Markland Ave. She stopped by Jo-Ann’s to buy yarn for a scarf she’s knitting.”

      I put down the wooden spoon. “What did she tell you?”

      “She didn’t tell me anything.” Ivy shivers and dries her hands on a kitchen towel. “Do you like her?”

      “She’s nice.”

      Ivy’s wet blonde locks glint under the cone-shaped ceiling lamp. “Do you feel like she’s helping you?”

      I shrug. “Sure.” My twin is convinced I need help, so I keep weekly appointments with Dr. Frank, after which I swallow pills she prescribes. Not every day, but often enough to appease Ivy.    

      “She said you were more forthcoming than at the beginning of the year.”

      “I thought she didn’t tell you anything…”

      Ivy narrows her blue eyes that are a deeper shade than mine. “She didn’t give me any specifics, Asty. Anyway, I’m so late. I hope Mom won’t be mad. The salesclerk took forever cutting the samples.”

      “When has Mom ever been mad at you?”

      Ivy winces. I smile to lessen her guilt. Mom likes Ivy; she doesn’t like me. It’s one of the only things that’s not a secret in our family.  

      My twin retreats toward the veranda where Mom works around the clock, sewing quilts based on pictures customers send her. They’re well made—I’ll give her that much—but I don’t understand how people can pay a couple hundred bucks for fabric copies of photographs. They should blow up their pictures and frame them. It would make more financial sense. I suppose most people don’t have much financial sense.

      Through the closed door, I hear my sister and mother speak, but I don’t hear what they say. I put a lid on the tomato-meat sauce, turn the heat to low, and go take my shower while no one’s occupying our only bathroom. I spend extra long under the hot spray, letting the water rinse away the scent of dried sweat from this morning’s PE class. Some girls take showers in school; I don’t. I always keep my gym clothes on underneath my school clothes, so I don’t have to parade around in the nude.  

      Wrapped in my towel, I pad back into the kitchen to check on the sauce, which has thickened. Sometimes I feel like a witch, like cooking is magical. I throw together all these different ingredients and they bind in the most extraordinary fashion to create something new.

      I put the pasta to boil, cross the small living room toward the adjoining veranda, and knuckle the closed door. “Dinner will be ready in five.”

      I don’t know if they hear me because an audiobook is playing inside. They’re always listening to books on tape. I wonder if it’s to mask their conversations or if it’s because they don’t have much to tell each other.

      I try the doorknob. I’m surprised when it gives. Mom usually locks her door. I peek inside. “Dinner will be ready—”

      Mom shuts the bottom drawer of her sewing table with her foot. The soft bang echoes against the glass walls of the veranda.

      Ivy glances up at me, blue eyes wide. The waning evening light cuts a gilded path across the bright room, making Ivy’s hair shimmer gold and Mom’s gray hair shine silver.

      “Dinner’s almost ready,” I say.

      “I’m not hungry,” Mom says. “Besides, I need to finish this for Friday.” She gestures toward the fabric pooled at her feet.

      Disappointment fills my stomach. I’m not hungry either, but I want us to sit at the table like a normal family. Even if it’s merely pretend.

      “Ivy?” I ask hopefully.

      “I really should—”

      My face crumples.

      She folds what she’s working on in half and then folds that half into more halves until it’s just a tiny square of blue satin. Over the metallic drone of the sewing machine, she says, “I really should eat.” She walks out and pulls the door shut behind us. “Want me to set the ta—” She stops in front of the small wooden table I’ve already set for three. I even clipped a couple branches from the buttonbush outside the veranda and put them in a water glass. The glossy green leaves give the table a splash of chicness. Ivy loves chic things.

      “This is…lovely,” she tells me.

      Her words penetrate and linger in the tomato-and-garlic-scented air long after she’s spoken them.

      Steam blasts my face as I drain the pasta. “What does Mom keep in that drawer?”

      “What drawer?” Ivy grabs a carton of milk from the fridge and pours herself a glass. She sniffs it before drinking, then searches for the expiration date. “Wow. This is a week old.”

      “Does it smell bad?”

      “No, but it’s a week old,” she repeats as though I didn’t hear her the first time.

      Mom doesn’t want us throwing out food until it smells. It’s one of the few things we agree on, one of the few things she and Ivy don’t agree on. This shared value hasn’t brought Mom and me closer though.

      “They put so many preservatives in stuff today. It’s probably still okay to drink,” I reassure my twin.

      “Not taking that risk.” She pours the milk into the sink, nose still wrinkled.

      As the ribbon of white vanishes down the drain, I hear the nickels and dimes it cost clatter down along with it. I remain silent. I don’t want to sound like Mom, always nagging Ivy about being wasteful.

      I set two steaming bowls on our placemats. “So, what’s in Mom’s bottom drawer?”

      Ivy drags her hand through her straightened curls. I rubbed some serum on mine like my sister taught me, but it did nothing to tame the frizz. I probably didn’t put enough in, but I don’t like putting unnatural stuff on my body. Taking medication for my mood swings is poisonous enough. I only take it every other day, but Ivy doesn’t know that. She’d be really angry if she knew.

      “Rolls of fabric,” she answers.

      “Then why does she lock it?”

      She wraps a gigantic mouthful of pasta around the tines of her fork and shovels it inside her mouth. “This is really really good,” she says after swallowing. 

      Pride inflates my chest and satiates my hollow belly better than food ever could. But then I think of Mom’s eternally locked drawer and suspicion supplants pride.

      “Is it really only fabric?”

      “Yes.” Her voice sounds like an eye roll. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

      Pensive, I pick up my fork and dig into the gloppy red mess that feels like my life. This mess, though, I can make disappear. The turmoil inside me, that won’t go away until Mom does.

      Or until I do.
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      “The sun feels so damn good. Classes should take place on the quad.” I nudge Ivy, who’s sitting cross-legged next to me.

      “That’s an idea,” she mumbles, not paying attention.

      “Vitamin D’s good for the brain.” I glance at my friend, who’s bent over her phone. “It also makes facial hair grow. Did you know that?”

      “Uh-huh. Yeah. Totally.”

      “Stop checking your Instagram feed and listen to me, Redd.”

      Ivy puts her phone away. “I wasn’t checking my Instagram feed. I was reading about the new reality TV competition that’s starting this summer. The Masterpiecers.”

      “What are people competing for?”

      “Getting a free ride to the art school.”

      “Is that the place you want to go to?”

      “Yeah. But unless I get a scholarship, there’s no way I can afford it.” She rolls onto her back. “I can’t believe you’re already done with your second year of college. That’s insane.”

      I smile, feeling a quick rush of satisfaction. “One more year to go.” I’m taking a bunch of summer credits to finish in three years, so I can apply to become a cop.

      “Officer Cooper.” Ivy makes a face. “Still sounds weird.”

      “Why?”

      “Because. You’ll be a law enforcer. You’ll have a badge, and a gun, and stuff.”

      “Which will come in handy to get you out of trouble.”

      She snorts. “Like I ever get into trouble.”

      “Um. Have you forgotten the time you stole a pack of watermelon bubblegum from under the cash register of the CVS, and the salesclerk caught you?”

      “Because Mom wouldn’t buy it for me.”

      “And then Aster took the blame.”

      She rumples her forehead. “That was horrible of me.”

      Silence stretches between us as we both recollect the shopping expedition that started as an excursion to the movies—her mother wasn’t actually taking us to see a movie; she was dropping us off for the afternoon because she had stuff to do—and ended with a slap that sent Aster skidding sideways and collapsing onto the sidewalk. I didn’t have a cell phone back then since I was only nine, but I told their mom to leave before I had a passerby call the cops.

      Mom was away at a baking conference in New York. She’d been planning that trip for so long that I hadn’t called her, but I’d phoned my dad from a concerned bystander’s cell. He came to pick us up and took us home.

      Mom returned that night too—Dad had called her even though I’d told him not to—and she’d stormed off to pay Mrs. Redd a visit. To this day, I’m not sure what happened, but Ivy and Aster ended up staying with us for ten days.

      “Shouldn’t have brought that up,” I mutter.

      Ivy bites her lower lip.

      “At least we got a prolonged sleepover out of it.”

      The bell rings in the squat rectangular building behind us, signaling Ivy’s lunch period is over. “Man, that felt quick.”

      “Time flies when you’re with me.”

      She stands up and dusts the back of her jean cutoffs. “Why are you here anyway? Don’t you have sun on your campus?”

      “I’m taking Aster to the DMV to get her driver’s license in an hour. Wanna come?”

      “In New York, no one drives.”

      “This is Kokomo, not New York.”

      “But one day, I’ll be in New York. You just wait and see.”

      Ivy is stubborn, ambitious, and overflowing with talent, so I don’t doubt that one day she’ll get what she wants. Everything she wants. I don’t think she’d ever settle for anything less. We’re kindred spirits in that way.

      She readjusts the red bandana she’s sporting to keep her hair back. “Bye, Joshy.”

      I roll my eyes. “Gotta stop calling me that. I’m not twelve anymore.”

      “You’ll always be twelve to me.”

      “Go away. You’re gonna get detention.” I lie back down. “Plus, you’re blocking my sun.” We grin at each other.

      She leaves, and I plug my earphones into my phone to listen to music while I wait for the other twin. 

      [image: ]

       I must’ve fallen asleep, because when I look up, Aster’s crouched beside me, her incredibly light eyes roaming over my face.

      “How long have you been laying out here?” she asks, prodding the skin on my jaw with her fingers. “You’re lobster-red.”

      I heave myself up. “It’ll turn into a tan.”

      “Burning is really bad for you, Josh.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up, Mom.”

      “I’m serious. I don’t want you to get cancer.”

      “I don’t want to get cancer either.” I smile at her and take out the now-silent earphones. “Ready?”

      “I think so.”

      As we walk over to my car, which I parked in the school lot, I notice her narrow shoulders are pulled tight, and her lips are squeezed into a line straighter than the markings of my parking spot. “What’s up?” 

      “Remember that Pac-Man game I programmed for Ivy at the beginning of the year?”

      Back at the beginning of the school year, Aster impersonated Ivy during an IT test. She’s really good with computers, unlike Ivy. If she’d kept the code simple instead of adding cool features, the girls would probably have gotten away with it. Long story short, they got caught.

      “The principal doesn’t want to remove the low marks from our GPAs.”

      “That sucks.”

      She clicks her seatbelt on. “It especially sucks for Ivy. Her GPA’s not that good. She spends too much time sewing with Mom instead of studying.” She sucks in a breath and twists toward me, cheeks flushed. “Maybe I should record our classes. She loves listening to stuff when she sews. Then at least she could keep up with the curriculum.”

      I squeeze Aster’s hand once before gripping my steering wheel. “You’re so considerate.”

      Her cheeks become beet-red at my compliment.

      “Look at that…our skin tones match,” I tease.

      She doesn’t laugh. Instead she faces her window.

      I didn’t mean to make her feel bad, but I don’t apologize because it’ll fluster her more. Instead, I pump the volume of the stereo up until Jay Z’s killer rhythm rocks the car and drowns out the awkwardness. 

      After three songs, I turn the volume back down and ask, “So who you going to Junior Prom with?”

      She looks over at me. “I’m not going.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because.”

      “That’s not a good answer.”

      She picks a piece of lint off her baggy jeans. I don’t know if it’s her new medication, but she’s lost weight. My forearm is larger than both of her thighs put together. Maybe I’m exaggerating, but she’s definitely too skinny. After she passes her test, I’ll take her for a celebratory donut run at Mom’s bakery. She’ll like that.

      “Why aren’t you going?”

      “Because I don’t have a dress.”

      “I’m sure Mom has a dress you could borrow.”

      She shoots me a horrified look.

      “Oh, come on, Mom has great taste.”

      “I can’t wear one of her dresses. What if someone pours punch over it? Or—”

      “Sounds to me like you’re making excuses.”

      “I’m not. Besides, Ivy’s going with Sean, and I don’t have a date.”

      I brake in the middle of the street. Thankfully there’s no traffic. I pull over to the curb.

      Aster frowns. “Aren’t we a little far to park?”

      I get out of the car, jog around the front, and sweep open her door. And then I get down on one knee. “Aster Redd, will you take me to Junior Prom?”

      Her expression goes from shocked to crazy shocked. Even her mouth gapes.

      I add, “Please?”

      “Josh, you don’t have to—”

      “Redd, I want to! Come on. I promise to make it fun.” When she still hasn’t said anything, I add, “And I really do miss high school dances. It’s the only part of the high school experience I miss.” I don’t, but Aster will go if she thinks she’s doing me a favor.

      She smiles. “Okay.” Her full lips part wider over her perfect white teeth. “Okay, I’ll go with you.” A woman pushing a stroller passes by us. “Better get up before someone thinks you’re proposing,” she whispers.

      When Aster smiles, she really is the most beautiful girl ever. She morphs back into the pigtail-wearing girl I chased through my granddaddy’s sunflower field, the girl who shrieked when her sister asked to go higher on the tire swing, the girl who pressed a palm against her mouth when she laughed.

      I almost forget she’s like my sister, and I also almost forget she was diagnosed with schizophrenia five years ago.
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      Moments like the afternoon I went to the DMV breed fragile dreams. Dreams of love and a blissful future bursting with exquisite reds, sunny yellows, and cobalt blues.

      For the millionth time since Josh asked me to prom, I close my eyes and replay his proposal. I shouldn’t read too much into it, but what if—

      Ivy barrels into our shared bedroom.

      I sit up in bed.

      She’s holding something behind her back.

      When she doesn’t say anything, I ask, “What’s going on?”

      “I heard you’re going to the dance.”

      I imagine Josh told her. I wonder if he told her how he asked me. The thought makes a blush crawl over my jaw. I toy with my hair, twisting it into a long, coarse rope. “Yeah.”

      “I’m so glad because I made you this”—she pulls out something from behind her back—“and I would’ve hated to see it to go to waste.”

      The loveliest dress hangs from her outstretched fingers. It’s fluid, sky blue, and shiny, like Springhill Lake on cloudless days.

      “You made that for me?”

      She grins even wider and nods.

      I peel myself off my bed and walk around the brown sandals I kicked off when I came into my bedroom.

      “Try it on.”

      I hesitate to take it from her. I’m afraid to soil its beauty with my indelicate fingers.

      “I’ve been dying to see it worn.”

      I turn around to pull off my T-shirt. Ivy doesn’t mind stripping when I’m around, but I don’t like being naked or in my underwear in front of anyone.

      “Hands up,” she says.

      I raise my arms, and she drops the floor-length dress over my head. It trickles over my skin like warm water. I wiggle out of my cargo shorts once the dress settles.

      Ivy opens the closet door so I can glimpse my reflection in the long mirror. My eyes heat up.

      My sister’s smile transforms into a frown. “Do you hate it?” she asks softly.

      Hate it? I spin around toward her. “Are you kidding?” I whisper hoarsely. “It’s the most beautiful dress I’ve ever worn.”

      She rolls her eyes, but a pleased blush pinks her cheeks. “Wait till I get really good.”

      “You’re already really good. You’re way better than really good.”

      She doesn’t say anything for a while. Simply observes the satiny sheen of the fabric and the way it drapes over my light brown skin and jutting bones. “You could be a model.”

      I let out a soft snort. “Please.”

      “I’m serious, Asty.”

      I watch my reflection again. The girl in the mirror seems unfamiliar and yet completely familiar. It’s Ivy; not me. The girl in the liquid dress is confident and stylish, the sort who would capture a boy’s attention.

      Trapped butterflies flutter inside my belly. Whoever said hearts were in chests never truly felt nervous and excited.

      I squeeze my sister tightly against me. And then I cry because it’s the nicest thing she’s done for me in a long time. Not that she’s ever unkind, but this is the pinnacle of kindness.

      “Wait. What will you wear?” I ask, pressing away.

      “I made the same in red.”

      The butterflies perform backflips. She doesn’t mind looking like me. For some reason that makes me even happier than the prospect of Josh seeing me in such a stunning dress.

      “And if anyone asks, they’re BCBG originals. I sewed labels into them.”

      I don’t know what a BCBG original is, but it seems important to Ivy, so I commit it to memory. In case someone asks. Although I doubt it.

      No one ever talks to me in school.

      [image: ]

      Although I never wear makeup, Ivy adds mascara to my lashes and bright pink lipstick to my mouth. She’s even relaxed my hair so that it falls in supple curls over my bare shoulders. Hers is blow-dried completely straight and dips down her spine in a swath of gold.

      Between the shininess of her dress and the glittery oil she’s rubbed over her collarbone, she resembles a bronze statuette of a goddess. Plus, she has on these high-heeled silver pumps worthy of one of those shops I would never dare enter at the mall because there are too many zeros on the price tag.  

      “I found them at Goodwill and spray-painted them silver.” She grimaces. “Can you tell? Do they look cheap?”

      “Nothing looks cheap on you.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She swats my arm, shakes her head. “What shoes are you wearing?” She starts rifling through my half of the closet. It doesn’t take her long to discover that I only own two pairs of shoes: my beat-up Converses and the pair of brown sandals that are a size too small.

      “Should I wear my sandals?”

      Ivy bites her lower lip. “You know what, let’s be fashion-forward and wear Converses.”

      “But…but your shoes are so pretty.”

      “Yeah, but they’re not comfortable.” She slides her feet out. “Want to try them on?”

      I shake my head. I could never wear heels. I’d trip and fall, and I don’t need more people pointing and staring.

      She sets them neatly on the closet floor and pulls out her Converses. They’re identical to mine, except hers are black instead of cream—the shoes were a Christmas present from Josh’s parents.

      When we make our way into the living room to wait for our dates, Mom’s on the couch watching TV, fingers moving instinctively over patches of fabric. Sewing is second nature to her, like computer keyboards are to me.

      “We won’t be home late.” Ivy walks toward the kitchen and grabs a carton of orange juice. She pours out two glasses and hands one to me. “What do you think of the dresses?” Holding her drink out so it doesn’t spill, Ivy twirls.

      Mom looks away from the TV screen, takes in my sister from head to toe. She doesn’t speak for a little while, merely runs her light blue eyes up and down and across my sister as though checking for a foiled stitch or an uneven hemline. “It’s beautiful on you, Ivy.”

      “Isn’t the blue stunning on Aster?”

      As though remembering there are two of us, Mom’s gaze surfs over to me. Her milky forehead crinkles like parchment paper. “Would look better if she actually ate something.”

      She often talks to me in the third person. I think she believes it’ll offend me less if the criticism is delivered indirectly. A tiny frown clouds my twin’s face. I lay a hand on her forearm.

      Gaze stuck to my salient collarbone, she adds, “But the color’s nice on her.” Her eyes crawl up to mine and linger. Sadness gusts though them and sparkles like the dust motes suspended in the sunset light slanting through the living room window. Sometimes, I feel like there are a million things Mom wants to tell me but doesn’t dare, or simply can’t. Like two magnets, we repel each other.

      The doorbell rings.

      “Sean taking both of you?” she asks.

      “No. Josh’s taking Aster.”

      “Josh asked you?” Her translucent eyebrows arch.

      I nod as Ivy pulls the door open.

      “Is his mother making him?” Mom asks.

      Josh stands on our doormat in a fitted navy tux that seems barely able to contain his pecs.

      My heart gallops as his eyes meet mine.

      “Hi, Mrs. Redd,” he says tightly. “Ives.” He saves my name for last. “Aster.” It rolls off his tongue like a deep gasp, like a prolonged heartbeat.

      “Can you even breathe?” Ivy asks him, patting his stomach.

      He unbuttons his jacket. “Barely.” He winks. “The rental shop was out of suits, so I borrowed my cousin Vinny’s wedding suit.”

      Headlights ignite our street, and then a red Toyota parks next to Josh’s Camry.

      “Whoa!” Sean gasps when he spots Ivy.

      Sean has greasy blond hair. Every time I see him, I want to wash his long bangs or chop them off. But who am I to give tonsorial advice to anyone? Most of the time, I can’t be bothered to style my own hair.

      “Lookin’ hot, girls.”

      Girls.

      I blink.

      He means me too.

      “Eyes off my date, Braxton,” Josh says, wrapping an arm around my waist.

      “Bye, Mom,” Ivy yells right before shutting our front door.

      Some mothers would be snapping pictures or doling out unwanted sexual advice, but not our mother. I think she’s glad when we get out of her sight, out of her house. When I menstruated at eleven, she told me to avoid getting knocked up, but that was it. No birds-and-bees conversations. No dating guidance. Not that I would’ve wanted any from her—after all, she wasn’t able to keep our dad around—but advice would’ve shown she cared.

      Josh opens the door for me, and I get in. When we pull away from our street, he says, “And by the way, Mom is not making me take you.”
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      I really don’t like Mrs. Redd. She isn’t fit to be a mother.

      I’ve thought that since the first time I met the twins in the McDonald’s jungle gym. While my parents ordered me a McFlurry—I still ate those back then—I dove into the ball pool. Instead of landing on squashy plastic, I landed on something sharp and trembling. I dug through the balls, sending them shooting against the net, until I unburied this tiny body with a shock of wild blonde curls and tears streaming down her cheeks.

      That was the first time I laid eyes on Aster Redd.

      I remember thinking her tears were my fault, that somehow, I hurt her when I landed on her. At eight, I weighed as much as a thirteen-year-old. Once she calmed down, she explained she was crying because she couldn’t surface from the balls. Her eyes had been so red that her blue irises appeared radioactive.

      A second later, her lookalike trundled down the slide, waded through the multi-colored balls in a panic, and heaved her sister into a sitting position. I blinked a bunch of times, then muttered how much they resembled each other, and identical huge grins slashed their faces.

      We played together until my parents said it was time to go, and then, as I was putting on my shoes, I asked Aster and Ivy if they were leaving too. They said they were waiting for their mother to come back. Mom asked when that would be, and they shrugged their knobby shoulders.

      Their mother had up and left them there all by themselves. “They’re five-year-olds!” I remember Mom telling Dad, puffing her cheeks out, way more furious than when I’d used my sled to glide down our stairs a month before.

      Dad bought the twins and me Happy Meals as we waited for their mother. By nightfall, my parents packed us all into the suburban, excusing themselves for not having booster seats. The twins stared at Mom as though she’d sprouted a jetpack. They didn’t know what booster seats were.

      After sticking us all in front of the TV—Ninja Turtles was on—Mom called the cops. They arrived soon after. Even though I found them intimidating at first, they showed us their badges and let us touch them, and the woman cop, Jackie, told us about a robber they’d just caught trying to shoplift a gumball machine.

      That was the day I decided I would become a cop. For the badge, but also because capturing bad guys stealing gumball machines sounded like fun.

      From that day on, Mom, along with a bunch of appointed social workers, visited the Redd household regularly.

      The girls know they can run to my mother with their problems. But they run to me instead. They know I would do anything for them. Same way I know they would do anything for me.

      I glance over at Aster, who’s toying with the blue silk of her dress. She looks like a siren tonight, like a movie star, like one of those flowers that bloom only after sundown. Guys will be checking her out. I clasp the steering wheel tighter.

      Aster doesn’t fare well with attention. Maybe I should suggest we go hang out at my place or something. “You sure you want to go in there?” I ask, as I park next to the gymnasium.

      She spins her head toward me, eyes wide, panicked. “Y-you don’t want to take—”

      I gather her hand in mine. “I want to take you, but I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

      “As long as you’re with me, it’ll be okay.”

      “We can go home whenever you want.”

      I let go of her hand, and we get out of the car. Dozens of students are hanging out outside. Red dots glow in the darkness. Cigarettes.

      As we walk past them, the looks start.

      I latch on to Aster’s hand. She tips her head up toward me. I’m usually good at reading her, but her emotions are muffled tonight. Or maybe I’m paying too much attention to everyone else to focus on what she’s feeling.

      I get a few heys and a couple of fist bumps. I’ve been gone two years, yet people remember me.

      Gazes slide up and down Aster’s body. I tuck her closer to me.

      “Nice dress, Ivy,” Luke says, sidling up to my date. Luke and Ivy dated millions of years ago. He’s still into her, but the feeling isn’t mutual.

      “Aster,” she corrects him softly.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I’m Aster. Not Ivy,” she murmurs.  

      Luke does a double take. “Serious?”

      “Yes, Luke, serious.” It’s Ivy who says this. I didn’t even notice she’d caught up to us.

      Sean wears a trace of lipstick on his jaw.

      Ivy grins at Luke, who’s still standing there dumbstruck, eyes volleying between the two sisters.

      Ivy smiles at his bewilderment. Or maybe it’s swapping spit with Sean that’s made her smile. Aster, though, has become rigid as a log. She’s never been a fan of attention, especially since it was almost always negative. I know a thing or two about being bullied, since I was the butt of jokes during my chubby days. It was a long time ago, but the sting and the nickname—Hamster—never went away.

      “Say the word, and we go home,” I whisper in Aster’s ear.

      She shivers, combs a lock of hair back. “It’s okay. I’m okay. Let’s go inside.”

      “We don’t have to.”

      Determination tightens her features. “I want to.”

      The enormous room vibrates with the sound of drums, electric guitar, and the high-pitched voices of the three girls on the makeshift stage. The school hired a band, like they usually do, but unlike at previous events, these chicks rock. They play a song from One Republic, but they’ve tweaked the rhythm, and it’s catchy.

      Ivy and Sean make a beeline toward the dance floor, where they melt into the crowd.

      “Is Ivy dating Sean?” I ask Aster over the sound of the music.

      “I don’t think so, or if they are, she hasn’t told me.”

      “Or it started tonight,” I say. “Ivy tells you everything.”

      “Does she?” Aster looks up at me.

      “Yes. She does.” The mashed bodies remind me of the last time I partied on that dance floor. I feel like such a different person now. Confident and chill. I have college to thank for that.

      “Are you jealous?” Aster’s voice sends my gaze soaring back to her.

      “Jealous? Of Sean?”

      She bites her bottom lip and nods.

      “I’m not jealous. Ivy’s like my sister.” I almost add like you are. But I don’t.

      I’m not sure why.

      I spot a group of guys standing by the bar, ogling Aster. I narrow my eyes at them, but they don’t look away. Instead, they whisper among themselves.

      “Want to dance?” I ask her.

      “Sure.”

      I lead her onto the dance floor and twirl her, and then I let her go. Aster has awesome rhythm. I’m actually surprised by how good she is. “Have you been taking dance lessons?”

      “What?” she asks.

      Her hands are in the air and she’s swaying to the new song. I dip my face closer to her ear and repeat my question.

      She shakes her head.

      “Well, you’re really good,” I say.

      She spins her face, probably to tell me I’m being too nice. That’s her usual line when I give her a compliment. Before she can get the words out, before I can tell her to stop putting herself down, our lips brush. Startled, she pulls away, and so do I.  

      For the next half hour, although we remain on the dance floor together, the gap between our bodies stays as wide as the tube slide in the MacDonald’s jungle gym.

      I bridge some of the distance to tell her my parents are thinking of putting a Jacuzzi in our backyard. “Wouldn’t that be awesome?”

      Her eyes are a little red, which makes her irises stand out.

      “Aster, are you okay?”

      Her lashes lower. She nods, but there’s no weight to her nod. I grip her hand and lead her off the dance floor. Her fingers are lax in mine. When we’re away from the crowd, I tilt her head up.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She closes her eyes. “I want to go home.”

      “Okay. Let me tell Ives we’re going. Wait for me here okay?”

      She nods, then folds her arms in front of her. I don’t want to leave her alone, but I need to find Ivy, and I’m pretty sure she’s sandwiched in the crowd. I don’t want Aster to get locked between bodies and feel as though she’s floundering again, stuck.

      I find Ivy slow-dancing with Sean to a song that definitely doesn’t warrant a slow dance, faces squished together. I tap her shoulder.

      “I’m going to take Aster home. She’s tired.”

      She angles her face to the side. “Did someone say something to her?”

      “No.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise.”

      “Okay. Tell her I’ll be home soon anyway.”

      “Not too soon,” Sean says.

      She smiles even though her face is full of concern. “Thanks for taking her home, Josh.”

      I rake my hand through my hair. “Of course.”

      She gives me a hug. “I mean it.”

      Before I let her go, I add, “Be good.”

      “Don’t worry.”

      “I always worry.”

      “Well don’t. At least not about me.” She winks and turns back toward Sean.

      I walk back to where I left Aster, but she’s no longer there. Panic stirs in my gut. I check the bathroom and ask a couple of girls waiting in line if they’ve seen her.

      One of them asks, “Who’s Aster?”

      “The weird twin,” another one says.

      My fingers jam into a fist.

      One of her friends must feel my anger, because she adds, “Chill out. She’s not here.”

      I run back into the gym and scan the dark crowd for blonde hair and a blue dress. I see a lot of blonde and blue, but I don’t see Aster. Crazy thoughts catapult through my mind. What if a dude forced her to dance with him? Or maybe someone made fun of her and she’s hiding in a corner of the gym?

      After one last sweep of the room, I push out the doors into the warm Kokomoan night. My eyes snap to my car. A slender figure is standing rigidly next to it.

      I sprint over to her. “Why are you out here?”

      “I…too many people were staring at me.” She’s wringing her hands together.

      I want to catch her hands and squeeze them in mine and tell her that everyone was checking her out because she was the prettiest girl in the gym tonight, but I don’t do or say any of these things. “I think I’m too old for high school dances.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “For making you go.”

      I step closer to her. “You didn’t make me go; I made you go. If anyone should be sorry it’s me.” Her head is tipped toward me, and her wide blue eyes shimmer. “Are you crying?”

      She blinks, and one of her hands comes up and presses against her eyes, smudging her black eye makeup. I bet Ivy put it on her, because Aster doesn’t usually wear makeup. “No.”

      I know she’s lying, and yet I don’t ask her why or who made her cry, because deep down I’m aware of the answer.

      Me.

      I made her go to a dance she didn’t feel comfortable attending.

      I thought I was doing her a favor when I offered to take her, but favors should make people happy. Coming tonight did not make her happy.
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      The Masterful series started with The Masterpiecers (which has now become the second book in the series). You must wonder how a first book became a second book? Well, the answer’s simple: I wanted my readers to get to know Aster and Ivy before they became famous and to see where they came from. It took me signing up to be part of a wonderful mystery and thriller boxed set (MURDER & MAYHEM) to make this happen.

      One last volume is planned for this series: The Masterplan. It will be told by Ivy and Brook, and will be as suspenseful as it will be romantic, as uplifting as it will be sad.

      Now, onto the real reason for this part of the book. I’d like to thank, you, dear reader, for spending time with Aster and Josh. I hope you’ve enjoyed their tale and will look for the next episode in their lives.

      I’d like to tell my beta-reading pit crew how thankful I am for the time they took out of their busy lives to read and critique my work. Your opinions and insights mean the world to me. So thank you, Theresea, Katie, Vanessa, Marina, and Astrid.

      Andreea (my fabulous cover designer) and Jessica (my extraordinary editor), thank you both for your attention to detail. No book is allowed out into the world without going past the two of you.

      And finally, my crazy, loud family, I love all of you (more than I like writing, I promise!).
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      USA TODAY bestselling author Olivia Wildenstein grew up in New York City, the daughter of a French father with a great sense of humor, and a Swedish mother whom she speaks to at least three times a day. She chose Brown University to complete her undergraduate studies and earned a bachelor’s in comparative literature. After designing jewelry for a few years, Wildenstein traded in her tools for a laptop computer and a very comfortable chair. This line of work made more sense, considering her college degree.

      When she’s not writing, she’s psychoanalyzing everyone she meets (Yes. Everyone), eavesdropping on conversations to gather material for her next book, baking up a storm (that she actually eats), going to the gym (because she eats), and attempting not to be late at her children’s school (like she is 4 out of 5 mornings, on good weeks).

      Wildenstein lives with her husband and three children in Geneva, Switzerland, where she’s an active member of the writing community.
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      One last book is planned in the Masterful series: The Masterplan, due out 2018. It will be Ivy and Brook’s story. And what a story it’s going to be!
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