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To my parents—
you are both very good rabbits
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On my tenth birthday, six months before she sleepwalked into 
the river, Mom burned the rabbit cake. “Ten might not be a 
great year for you,” she said, squeezing my shoulder. I couldn’t 
tell if she was kidding. The rabbit’s face and ears were charred 
black. 

Mom always said we needed a cake to mark every new be-
ginning, and whether it was a birthday or a first day of school 
or a new moon, rabbits mean good luck to a new start. A rab-
bit cake is baked in a two-sided aluminum mold, producing a 
three-dimensional cake. That’s the miracle of it: the cake stands 
up on its own, on its four paws. If the frosting job is done right, 
it looks like you are eating a real cottontail, one that hasn’t even 
been skinned. 

“Why don’t you bake another?” I asked. I didn’t want ten to 
be worse than nine. 

“You like burnt toast.” Mom shrugged.
I was happy that after Mom covered it with a thick layer of 

white cream-cheese icing fur, I couldn’t see the blackened parts. 
Mom let me help decorate, and we used Red Hots for the eyes. 
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“He’s a New Zealand white,” I announced. A New Zealand 
white is a medium-sized albino rabbit. They are from Mexico, 
not New Zealand, and companies test makeup on them.

“My little research assistant,” Mom said, when I showed her 
the pictures of the rabbits with sore-crusted eyes. Sometimes 
I wondered if Mom really liked animals, even though she had 
taught me a lot about them and she was the one who brought 
home Boomer, our border collie, from the shelter nine years 
ago, without asking Dad. But Mom used to test on animals in 
labs when she was in graduate school at Auburn University; 
plus she always laughed when she cut open a rabbit cake. She’d 
put a half jar of raspberry jam in the middle of the batter, so 
that the cake oozed fake bunny blood all over the plate.

“What are you going to wish for?” Mom asked, as she add-
ed licorice whiskers to the New Zealand white. Mom was big 
on wishing.

“Not sure,” I said. I was thinking about wishing for my sis-
ter to be nicer to me, but when the time came to blow out the 
candles, I forgot to wish for anything. 

That same year my birthday cake came out of the oven with 
a scalded nose, ears, and tail, Mom was returned to us in a 
plastic baggie, her ashes like the gray dust you’ll find when you 
open up the vacuum. The evening before she drowned, Mom 
made one last cake. She said we’d frost it in the morning, she 
had one of her bad headaches and she was going to bed early. 
The cake was left naked on the counter. It was supposed to 
celebrate the summer solstice the next day, June 21st, but I 
guess her death was a new beginning too, for Lizzie and me, 
for Dad and Boomer. It just wasn’t a happy one. It was the start 
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of some changes around our house; Dad said we’d have to learn 
to adapt. “Sink or swim,” he said. I know that would have made 
Mom laugh. She had a sick sense of humor that way. 

If Mom had been alive, I would have joked, “There’s some-
thing fishy about your death,” and that would have been an-
other good one. I was sure parts of Mom had been eaten by the 
fish in the river, based on what I knew about decomposition. 
Dad said he didn’t want to hear about it when I asked, but he 
also said he wasn’t going to let Lizzie or me see her body before 
she was cremated.

I thought it was fishy that Mom had died by a simple ac-
cident. Mom almost never made clumsy mistakes. She was a 
scientist and scientists aren’t careless, so her cause of death felt 
out of character, unlikely and suspicious somehow. I knew it 
wasn’t the way she was supposed to die. My fifth-grade guid-
ance counselor would tell me that those feelings were part of 
denial, which she called a normal stage of grief. But as the 
months passed, I couldn’t let it go. I knew there was something 
we were missing, something unexplained. 

I think a lot about the charred rabbit cake, how that was 
another clumsy mistake. Mom apologized later that night 
when she tucked me in; she said it tasted much worse than she 
thought it would.

“I have another birthday next year,” I reassured her. “And 
the full moon is next week.”

“That’s my girl,” Mom said. “Tough as boiled owl.” 
“Mom, you know no one eats owls,” I reminded her. There 

are four species of owls commonly found in Alabama, and 
sometimes Mom and I would get up before dawn to go look 
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for barred owls. Most people think that owls mean wisdom, 
but I read that the Romans thought owls were evil, that they 
drank the blood of babies.

In ancient Rome, they would have called the burnt cake a 
bad omen, and maybe the Romans would have seen it all com-
ing: what would happen to my mom, and then what would 
happen later to my sister, Lizzie, the disasters in store for us.



PA RT  I 
Months 1 to 6
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1 .
June, July, August

It was August when Mom’s body finally showed up, caught 
in the dam at Goat Rock, twelve miles from home. She had 
floated across the state border to Georgia, so Dad had to fill 
out extra paperwork to bring her back to Freedom, the town 
where we live in Alabama. I wonder sometimes how many 
miles Mom swam before she drowned; she could hold her 
breath underwater for a long time. She was an excellent swim-
mer in her sleep. 

We’d already known Mom was dead, of course, we’d felt 
it for most of the summer. We felt it from the moment we 
found her swim goggles on the bank of the Chattahoochee 
River, at the beach down the road from our house, the place 
where Mom swam. There had been flooding that June, the river 
running fast and lathered up.

At the police station, two officers took Dad away first to ask 
him questions, just to be sure he hadn’t killed Mom and dumped 
her in the river. It didn’t occur to Lizzie or me then that we might 
be suspects. It was two years ago; I’m twelve now, but I was still 
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only ten then. Lizzie was fifteen and most people thought she 
was too pretty to hurt anyone, unless you knew her well enough 
to know better. The police officer already knew Lizzie.

“Aren’t you sad?” the cop asked, handing my dry-eyed sister 
a Kleenex.

“We knew.” Lizzie shrugged.
“How did you know?” He jabbed his finger at Lizzie, al-

most touching her nose.
“She’s our mother,” Lizzie said, her hands on her hips. “If 

your mom was dead, wouldn’t you know?”
I guess that was good enough, because they let us go, and 

ruled Mom’s death an accident.
“Not much of an investigation,” I muttered, but Dad 

shushed me up. 
It didn’t feel like a case closed, no matter what the Freedom 

Police Department said. I combed our house for a clue.
“She was a sleepswimmer. She drowned,” Dad tried to rea-

son with me, as I rummaged through his bedside table again. 
“What else is there to know?” 

There was a lot left to know. I wondered what my mother’s 
dreams were about the night she drowned. Did she wake up 
when the river water filled her lungs or was she still asleep 
when she died? Did she dream in color or did the water look 
black as tar?

After we left the police station, we drove to the coroner where 
Mom was being kept. Dad went back into the morgue, leaving 
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Lizzie and me in the waiting room. He came out a few minutes 
later, dabbing his eyes, and told us he’d have to go fill out more 
forms before we could leave. 

As soon as he was out of sight, my sister pulled me down 
the hall by the hand. She said we needed to move quickly if we 
were going to see Mom. There were signs everywhere that said 
No Food and No Photography, but Lizzie was snapping photos 
with her cell phone anyway with the hand that wasn’t holding 
mine. 

Lizzie and I had never held hands before, at least not as 
far back as I could remember. We weren’t those type of sisters. 
All Lizzie ever wanted to do was sneak out of the house and 
drink cans of beer with her friends. I’d also overheard her talk-
ing on the phone about eating mushrooms in the woods and 
I wondered how Lizzie knew which ones were edible and not 
poisonous.

We could see the top of Mom’s head, but her face and body 
were covered by a white sheet. Her hair fell over the edge of 
the metal table like a waterfall. I didn’t want to see the rest of 
her body, even if Lizzie did; I didn’t want to know for sure what 
the fish in the river had done to her. I’d read that eye tissue is 
soft and easy to eat. I leaned forward and gagged over a yellow 
mop bucket.

“No kids back here,” a white-coated man said. He was 
holding up a tiny metal knife. “Where are your parents?”

“That’s our mother.” Lizzie pointed to the sheet.
I wiped my mouth.
“We were just leaving,” Lizzie said, taking one last photo. 

“Come on,” she said, grabbing my hand again. 
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When we looked through the pictures on the ride home, 
most were of the green tile floor, but Lizzie had gotten that 
one shot of the top of Mom’s head. We could see that Mom’s 
skull had been dented, probably by a rock in the river. I thought 
maybe she could have had a seizure that night in the water; 
that would explain why she had drowned when she was such a 
good swimmer. 

She had had a seizure just once before. That seizure was 
supposed to be a one-time thing, but maybe there had been 
another. I wanted to know what had happened that night. Ev-
erything was terrible and uncertain without her. 

Dad said there was nothing in the coroner’s report about a 
seizure, and he was sure that autopsies could tell those kinds 
of things. “It’ll always be a mystery,” Dad said, which was no 
comfort at all. “A freak accident.” 

“Are you scared?” I asked Lizzie.
Sleepwalking is supposed to be genetic, a fifty-fifty chance. 

It had to be either my sister or me; Lizzie had lost the coin 
toss. Lizzie had started sleepwalking long before I was born, 
so it was always normal having two sleepwalkers in the house. 
I would wake up in the middle of the night to hear Lizzie 
tinkering downstairs and Mom waltzing down the hall. They 
never interacted in their sleep, at least not that I’d seen. Two 
ships passing in the night, Dad used to call them. 

On the night of Mom’s disappearance, Lizzie had sleep-
walked into the shower, curled up in the tub. 

“Are you scared?” I asked Lizzie again, because she hadn’t 
seemed to hear my question the first time. 

“Scared of what?” Lizzie asked, putting the cell phone down. 
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“Scared of dying,” I said.
“You shouldn’t be talking about this,” Dad said. “No one is 

dying.” 
“No one else,” I said quietly, because that was more correct. 

I knew not to push it any further, or Dad would get mad. I 
leaned against the truck window, my breath forming a mist 
on the glass. Then I tried holding my breath as long as I could, 
pretending I was drowning right there in the truck. It was ac-
tually a pretty good game. 

Lizzie wasn’t a sleepswimmer, she was just a regular old sleep-
walker, which didn’t seem that dangerous. The strangest thing 
Lizzie had ever done in her sleep was pee on the houseplants. 
Boomer always woke us all up when she did it, barking his 
head off; he knew piddling in the house was what bad dogs did. 
Once, Mom took a photo of Lizzie squatting over the potted 
ficus, and she lorded it over Lizzie at breakfast the next day. I’d 
told Lizzie not to worry, I’d read that alpha female wolves mark 
their territory by urinating, just like their male counterparts. 

“Quit being such a freak,” Lizzie had hissed. 
“She’s just embarrassed that she doesn’t remember,” Mom 

had said to me. “Don’t let her get to you.”
Mom often said that not-remembering was the worst 

part of sleepwalking. She believed dreams were important, a 
gateway to our past lives. Mom tried keeping a dream log, but 
she could remember the details of dreams only on the nights 
she’d stayed in bed. If she’d been out sleepwalking, she said, 
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there was this big blank space in the morning where her dream 
should be. 

When they’d first gotten married, Dad had to film Mom 
until she believed she was sleepswimming some nights. Back 
then, she sleepswam naked and her hair was dry by morning. 
“That doesn’t sound like me,” Mom had insisted, until Dad 
showed her the video clip. She had been so impressed with 
herself that she could do the butterfly stroke in her sleep, since 
she’d never been able to get it right when she was awake.

“Must have been a swimmer in a past life,” she’d declared.  
Dad used to insist that Mom shouldn’t believe in reincarna-

tion because she had a PhD, but that’s why I had Elvis Pres-
ley’s name, even though I was born a girl. Dad always disliked 
my name, but he wasn’t there to sign the birth certificate, so 
he didn’t have a say in naming me. I came early, and Dad was 
away on business, at the annual carpet trade show. But I never 
thought Elvis was a bad name, even for a girl. All the teachers 
in school knew how to pronounce it.

“Elvis is perfect,” Mom always said. “She’s the king.” 
“Her name is hardly the weirdest thing about her,” Lizzie 

snarled once.
Lizzie was named after Queen Elizabeth I, but Mom 

hadn’t really thought my sister was the return of the queen of 
England. Mom had only thought Queen Elizabeth and baby 
Lizzie had the same tall forehead, but it turned out Lizzie had 
an ordinary-sized forehead once her hair grew in. So Lizzie 
was always Lizzie, never Elizabeth, not to anyone. Sometimes 
Mom would say my sister had Lizzie Borden’s former spirit, 
and that she and Dad had better watch out. 
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Mom had been 100 percent convinced I had Elvis Pres-
ley’s hand-me-down spirit. I shared the same birthday with 
the King of Rock and Roll, January 8th, and that was enough 
proof for Mom. Elvis had been dead for a long time, but she 
said some spirits take a break before they come back around. 
“Like a time-out,” Mom explained. “A good kind.” 

It was Mom’s psychic, Miss Ida, who had taught her about 
reincarnation. Miss Ida and Mom talked on the phone every 
Friday. I’d never met Miss Ida; Mom explained that she had 
become something called agoraphobic in her old age, and she 
couldn’t come visit us because she was too afraid to leave her 
own house. 

“Isn’t there a crystal to cure that?” Dad had said. 
Miss Ida had predicted that someday Mom would kill her-

self. She saw it in Mom’s leftover coffee grounds, all those years 
ago, when they first met in Miss Ida’s Crystal Shop in Arizona. 
Lizzie and I hadn’t been born yet. 

Dad said we shouldn’t pay attention to that “New Age lu-
nacy,” but Mom used to gently remind us of Miss Ida’s pre-
monition often and it was hard to ignore. She wanted us to 
be ready, I guess. Both Lizzie and I took it to mean that Mom 
would commit suicide someday, although I thought she would 
wait to do it until Lizzie and I were much, much older, once we 
didn’t need her so much anymore. 

The coroner’s report said accident, not suicide, and we 
thought that Miss Ida’s premonition had been wrong. We 
didn’t consider it back then, but there are tons of ways to kill 
yourself accidentally. Drowning is only one possibility out of a 
million.


