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Praise for I’ll Be You

‘Absolutely delicious … Janelle Brown is a surgeon of the complex relationships between women. I gobbled this up’

Emma Straub, New York Times bestselling author of All Adults Here

‘Janelle Brown is a terrific storyteller and stylist, and I’ll Be You is one of those books you’ll devour. It has a hot mess of a narrator – actually two hot messes, twins, both of whom you will root for even as you are screaming at them to get a grip. Also? The novel has more twists and turns than the canyon roads that snake up and around Los Angeles’

Chris Bohjalian, New York Times bestselling author of The Flight Attendant

‘In Janelle Brown’s latest twisty, propulsive mystery, estranged twin sisters must confront shocking pieces of their past when one of them goes missing. From the first sentence, these women will have you in their grips. You won’t be able to put this novel down, and you won’t want to’

Laura Dave, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Thing He Told Me

‘Janelle Brown has done it again, creating a deliciously twisty page-turner you won’t be able to put down. But I’ll Be You is much more than a riveting thriller; it’s a powerful and moving portrait of the fiercely tenacious bonds of familial love. With her trademark beautiful writing, depth of emotion, and sharp insights, Brown explores the dangers that lurk behind the seductive worlds of Hollywood child stardom and self-help culture. I loved this novel’

Angie Kim, Edgar Award-winning author of Miracle Creek



For Jodi
This one’s for you, sis.
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“YOU BE ME, AND I’ll be you,” I whispered.

She looked back at me, wide eyes blinking under dense mascara. “We can do that?”

The three dark flecks swimming in the blue of her iris, the freckle beside her right ear, the tilt of her top incisor: These I knew as “not mine” from the hours that we’d spent comparing, but who else would notice? Who else had ever studied her as closely as I had? Who had ever seen me the way that she did?

“Of course we can,” I said. “Don’t you want to?”

There, in our trailer—amid the drifts of training bras and forgotten scripts and the tarot cards that our mother studied during the long days on set—we turned as one to gaze into our shared mirror. Elli hesitated, examining herself in that foggy way of hers. “I don’t know.”

Then her eyes slid into mine, and I felt her take me—the strong one, the sharp one, the wild one—into herself with a hot, quick gasp, as if suddenly coming alert. I could smell the mint of her gum; I could taste it in my mouth, the taste of fresh possibility.

“Yes,” she finally breathed. “Yes, I do.”

I didn’t feel a bit guilty about how much she trusted me—not then, at least. We were only thirteen, and it was already the beginning of the end.
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ON A THURSDAY NIGHT in July, 378 days into my latest bout of sobriety, my father called to tell me that my twin sister had gone AWOL. My sister and I hadn’t spoken in 379 days, so this came as news to me.

“She told us that she was going to a spa of some kind,” my father explained. “But she’s been gone a week already, and she’s not answering her phone. It all seems very strange.”

I found this unlikely. My sister had never done anything strange in her life. Elli—married to a real estate lawyer, owner of a two-story Spanish Revival just blocks away from the Santa Barbara beach where we played as children, a woman who coordinated her purse with her heels—was the very definition of conventionality. Last time I was at her house I opened a drawer in the kitchen and found a banana slicer.

As for me: I was living in a near-empty studio apartment in Hollywood, so close to the boulevard that I woke up most nights to the sounds of people vomiting in the bushes underneath my window. I was thirty-two years old and slept on a futon, still crawling my way back from losing most everything I owned or loved in the years before. Fortunately, I still had my looks, some interesting tattoos, and a generous AA sponsor; and with these I’d found employment at a trendy café popular on social media for its latte art.

From semi-famous child actress to milk-foam Instagram model. That had been my life trajectory in a nutshell, a downward parabola precipitously accelerated by the excessive use of intoxicants.

When my father called, I was watching cooking show reruns and eating day-old green curry straight out of the takeout container. It was nine o’clock and eighty degrees out, the air in my apartment still flaccid from the day’s heat. I stood by the air-conditioning unit and ducked my head to let the whisper of coolant dry the sweat on the back of my neck.

“Let’s be real, Dad. This is Elli. She probably just got a bad facial peel and is hiding out until her skin heals. Nothing strange about it.”

“That’s what your mom said, too, but I can’t help worrying.” I heard a familiar note of concern and disdain in my father’s voice, a tone that was usually reserved for me. I’ll confess, I derived some perverse delight in drawing that out of my father: that I—I—might be the functional twin for once.

“What about Chuck? What does he think about all this?”

“Ah, well. He moved out a while back. They’re getting divorced.”

“Divorced?” I stood up abruptly, slamming my head against the edge of the air conditioner. Something squeezed tight in my chest, compressing my lungs.

“You still haven’t spoken, then, I take it.” Something had shifted in his voice, the pendulum of judgment swinging back toward me.

“No,” I said, squirming. “Not in a while.” Why was my father calling me anyway? My mother was usually the one who rang me up when something was amiss. Typically, I got a tentative quarterly voicemail, left at a time when I was most likely to be at work, though I noticed that she followed the café on Instagram and “liked” every photo of me.

A moment of hesitation. “And you—you’re still … OK?”

“You mean, am I still sober? Yes. More than a year now.” The silence on the other end of the phone was stiff with disbelief. “Look, do you want me to text you a photo of my latest recovery medallion to prove it?”

“No, no, I trust you. We’re proud of you, honey.”

Was he? I didn’t quite believe it, and I couldn’t blame him for that, either, given the number of times that I had betrayed their pride in the past. We lapsed into silence, the bitter failures of the last two decades—parenting and childing, alike—leaking into the crack in our conversation.

It dawned on me then that there was a reason for my father’s phone call. “Wait, are you asking for my help with something?”

My father coughed lightly. “I don’t want to inconvenience you,” he said.

I had to stifle my laugh. I looked around the minuscule apartment that I called a home, barren of personal effects. My possessions these days consisted primarily of emotional baggage. My social life consisted of AA meetings, with an occasional foray into NA meetings. I had been treading water for so long that I relished the idea of having something—anything—to swim toward. It didn’t occur to me to legitimately worry about my sister; not yet.

“Not at all,” I offered graciously. “So what do you want me to do about Elli?”

“It’s not Elli, actually. What we need—what your mom needs, really—is for you to come help out with Charlotte. Your mother’s struggling a bit, physically I mean, and she’s been doing her best but Charlotte’s just starting to be too much for her to handle.”

This gave me pause. When you’ve spent the better part of a decade in various states of inebriation, it’s easy to forget names and faces. I ran this name through my spotty mental Rolodex, and came up empty-handed. “I give up,” I said. “Who’s Charlotte?”

My father sighed, his patience with me finally at its end. “She’s your niece,” he said.
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THE NEXT MORNING I asked my boss at the café for a week off. “I need to go home and help my parents take care of my niece,” I told Tamar, all trembly lips and damp eyes. The tears were probably unnecessary—Tamar was also my AA sponsor, and had spent much of the last year listening to me rehash my family estrangement—but I wasn’t about to leave anything to chance. It’s a neat trick, to cry on cue. Not all actors can do it.

I still missed being on set.

Tamar flicked a clot of coffee grounds from the front of her apron and gave me a hard look. “Is that such a good idea? That’s going to be triggering and you know it,” she said. Tamar was ten years older than me and composed entirely of sharp angles and visible tendons. Her eyes constantly darted around the room as she noted dirty tables, monitored the length of the line, judged the crema on a macchiato. She’d been a cokehead, a decade back, and old habits die hard. Or maybe we just choose the drugs that amplify the instincts we already have, that let us be our unedited selves: paranoid, slothful, amped-up, wild. Our ids cranked up to one hundred.

Tamar turned her focus to me, noting something in my eyes that made her squint suspiciously. “Maybe someone should go with you. I don’t think you’re ready.”

“You offering?”

“Point taken.” She gave me the time off and told me to go find a meeting when I got to Santa Barbara.

My parents lived ninety minutes away up the coast, in a tile-roofed Mediterranean in the hills, not far from Rattlesnake Canyon. It was not the house that I’d been born in—that had been a far more modest two-bedroom bungalow in a neighborhood where you didn’t find hiking trails outside your back door. This particular home had materialized in high school, not long after my sister and I were cast as the stars of a middling Nickelodeon TV series. My mother had done quite well for herself, for a while, as manager of her daughters’ acting careers; better than I had done, it had to be said. Then again, any money she might have made off my career was probably better spent by her than by me, because she at least had a house to show for her percentage, while all I had for mine was an empty rental apartment and the scars on my psyche.

My mother was already standing in the garden when I pulled into the driveway. She wore a caftan printed with palm trees that billowed around her stout legs. A straw visor shaded her eyes, bright red curls neatly puffed into place. She waved both arms at me with an eagerness that bordered on aggressiveness. I hadn’t seen her since Christmas, which had mostly been fine, except for all the weeping.

“Darling!” She waited for me to approach and then threw her arms around me.

“Hi, Mom,” I said, and let her hug me for longer than felt necessary, considering. I guess she was relieved that at least one of her daughters wasn’t currently running rogue. She sniffled a little into my shoulder. She had grown smaller, I noticed, more askew. And when she turned to walk with me up the garden path I realized that she was limping a little.

“Osteoarthritis,” she said, noticing me noticing. “Just like your grandmother. You’ll have it, too, someday, I’m sure. It’s how all the women in our family go.”

I’d spent so many years skating right to the edge of death and then leaping back that it was strange to imagine my demise as a slow natural decline. Our parents’ bodies mirror our eventual mortality, unless we divert the paths ourselves. God knows I’d tried.

“Does it hurt?” I asked.

She lifted her chin, a plucky little display of bravery. “Of course. But I take CBD oil, and that helps. And Belva at Om Chakra gave me some aventurine and blue chalcedony, which are supposed to be good for pain and inflammation, so I carry those in my pockets all the time now.”

What I thought was What would really help you is some oxycodone, but of course I knew better than to say this out loud since it was only three years back that she caught me crushing up oxy pills and snorting them in the guest bath. The ensuing fight ruined her sixtieth birthday party completely. So, yeah, too soon to make jokes.

“Where’s the baby?” I asked.

“She’s napping,” my mother said. “And she’s not a baby, she’s a toddler. Two years old.”

I did the math—I hadn’t seen my sister in a while, but surely it hadn’t been that long. “Wait, how can Elli possibly have a two-year-old?”

“She’s adopted.” She bit her lip. “Maybe you know, Elli and Chuck had been trying for so long, and …” Her voice trailed off a bit. “Anyway, it’s been a big year. You heard that Chuck left? Just bailed out five months ago, only weeks before the adoption came through. Quite a surprise. Both Charlotte’s arrival and Chuck’s departure.” She practically spat out his name. Gone was the dulcet awe of Chuck who can do no wrong or Chuck the successful son-in-law, why don’t you find yourself someone like him, Sam, hmmmm? “Anyway, Charlotte has been a real consolation, a welcome distraction for all of us throughout that whole mess. She’s a blessing, really.”

She turned to me and smiled, hands clutched tight to her chest, having already shaken off the bad news and moved on to the good. That was my mother: conflict averse. When Elli and I were children and used to fight, my mother would just close the door to our bedroom as if shutting the door might mean our fight wasn’t happening at all. If one of us went to her to tattle, she would stick her fingers in her ears and say, I can’t hear you. She lived in terror that the tiniest crack in her world might let a river of woe come pouring through. This approach hadn’t done much good when it came to me.

I thought about the baby—toddler. I wasn’t sure what a two-year-old even looked like. “Two years old. So—she can walk and talk?”

My mother opened the front door and a blast of cool air hit me in the face. “For God’s sake, Samantha. Yes, she can walk. That child is constantly in motion, and with my hips the way they are, you understand why I just can’t keep up. She needs someone quick and young to keep an eye on her. To take her places—to the park, or the beach—and wear her out so she actually sleeps.”

“Sounds easy enough.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” I couldn’t tell whether this was a hypothetical, or a jab at me. But she was smiling, at least. We stood in the foyer of the quiet house, the sounds from outside sucked up by the beige carpet and slip-covered couches. I could see a purple crayon streak on the hallway wall, only partially rubbed away. There was an animal cracker under the console. It looked like the house hadn’t been vacuumed in at least a week. My mother was clearly losing it.

She looked at me, tiny muscles tightening around her lips. “Elli … Well, I’m not going to text her to let her know that you’re here. She might not—” She hesitated. “Your sister never explained what happened. Why you haven’t spoken in so long. I wasn’t sure …” Her voice trailed off again and I knew what she was thinking, that Elli might not want me taking care of her child. I felt a rush of blood to my cheeks; considering last year’s debacle, it was possible my mother wasn’t so wrong.

“It was all just a misunderstanding,” I said. “We’re going to work it out eventually.”

“I’m sure you will.” She reached out, took my hand, and squeezed it, a nervous smile on her face. “You’ll let me know if you don’t think you’re up for this after all, right?”

“I’m doing great, Mom. It’s all behind me. Promise.” I smiled a radiantly toothy smile that I’d perfected with my acting coach at fifteen, a smile that exuded trust me. I’m going to take the best fucking care of this child, I thought. They are going to be blown away by what a good aunt I am, how much I’ve changed. It’s going to be all ice cream and candyfloss around here. I pushed past the inconvenient fact that I had never spent any time with children, never paid close attention to them at all. I made a point not to coo at the babies who came into the café strapped to their fathers’ chests in BabyBjörns and getting latte foam dripped on their downy heads. A baby, a family—it was so far from the world that I’d built for myself (correction: the hole I’d dug for myself) that it was easier to just fling that notion even further away and to think of reproduction as a monetizable bodily function, rather than an emotional imperative. I’d seen what that desperate need had done to my sister. It wasn’t pretty.

Better to want nothing at all, and then you’ll never be disappointed.

So here’s the sum total of what I knew about kids: They spilled cocoa on the café floor and left pee on the bathroom seats and fingerprints on the pastry display case. They were cute but destructive and seemed to demand a lot of attention. But I didn’t not like them. So surely I could handle one single kid.

As I was imagining this, my mother looked back through the front door and eyed my Mini Cooper with trepidation. “Can you fit a car seat in that thing? What’s the safety rating? Charlotte’s still rear-facing, you know.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

“It means the car seat faces the rear, darling.” My mother turned to study me, trying to figure out if I was really this dim. I offered her a reassuring smile: Just kidding.

“It’s not like I have another car sitting around. Can I just borrow yours?” My mother drove a silver SUV, all five-foot-one of her hoisted up as high as the front seat would go. I figured she felt safe up there in her tank, looking down at all the people for once.

My mother sighed again. “I guess yours will be fine. It won’t be long until your sister gets back anyway.”

My flip-flops sank into the carpet as I stepped down into the living room, assailed by a sudden wash of memories of this house. Elli lying on the living room rug, a square of sun on her face, as I lacquered her toes with glitter polish. Myself, coming to on the guest bathroom floor, pills spilling from my purse. I felt my heart settle low in my chest, a precipitous plunge of panic. What had I done?

“I can only stay for a long weekend. Three days. Maybe four,” I lied.

“Oh, Elli will be back home by then,” my mother said cheerfully. “I’m sure of it. She’ll get what she needed from that place and return. She always does the right thing. You know your sister.”

Did I? I knew I had, once. Now I wasn’t so sure.
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MY PARENTS’ HOUSE WAS starting to smell like old people, which alarmed me: like furniture that had been collecting dust mites for too many decades, ancient cooking smells trapped in the brocade curtains. My niece was asleep in one of the two guest bedrooms—the bedroom that had once been my own—so I headed to the other to drop my bag.

There, I flopped down on rose-print sheets that I remembered from my childhood, now soft from decades of washing. I hadn’t slept in this house in at least five years, during a failed attempt at a self-detox. I wondered if my mother had forgiven me yet for ruining her favorite quilt during that stay.

“Mama?”

I sat up and there was a child in the doorway, staring at me. Dark curls tangled around her ears, and she blinked at me with sober brown eyes set into a soft, puffy face. I found myself looking for my sister in her, before reminding myself that, of course, she was adopted. She was wearing a Pull-Up diaper and a T-shirt with a cartoon giraffe on the front, and her skin was still pink with sleep.

“I’m not …” I began, but the little girl had already run into the room and toward the bed, her arms flung out at me as if expecting me to pick her up. I stared at her, unsure what to do; and then, hearing the lopsided gait of my mother coming down the hall, grabbed her and lifted her up.

She was hot in my arms, steaming and sticky, and heavier than I expected. She pressed her face into the skin of my neck, leaving something troublesomely damp there. I wrapped my arms around her and then sat motionless on the edge of the bed, terrified of dropping her.

Suddenly she pulled back, as if startled, and looked up at me with a strange expression: studying me, hard. She must have understood, somehow, that I was not my sister. Maybe the way my shampoo smelled, or the texture of my skin. What was my sister’s hair like these days? Last time I’d seen her it had been long and shiny and gold, usually pulled back in a ponytail. My own blond hair was shoulder-length, grown out from a pixie crop I’d ended up with a few years back after I sold my hair for cash. Your crowning glory, my mother had sobbed when she saw me, as if I were Jo from Little Women. I think she was more upset about that than anything else I’d done to myself.

Anyway, Charlotte was still clutching me, staring up at me with wide unblinking eyes, when my mother appeared at the door. I met her gaze over the little girl’s curls.

“Did you tell her I was coming?” I asked.

“No.” My mother cringed in the doorway. “We didn’t want to until you got here. Just in case …”

In case you didn’t show up at all was what she was thinking. I frowned. “Does she even know that her mom has a twin sister who looks exactly like her but isn’t her?”

My mother looked panicky. “Well, not exactly? She’s seen family photos around our house, but I’m not exactly sure what your sister told her. Maybe nothing? She’s only two, after all. These things are hard to explain.” We were whispering, as if the child sitting right there between us couldn’t understand a thing, but when I looked down at the little girl she was squinting at me as if she knew exactly what was being discussed.

“I am your aunt, not your mother,” I said loudly, enunciating every syllable. “I am your mother’s sister. We are identical twins. Do you know what that means?” Charlotte nodded, but there was a dark squint in her eyes as she dug very hard for the answer and came up empty. “It means we look exactly the same. So I know I look like your mama, but I am not your mama.”

The little girl in my arms took this in for a minute, and then burst into tears. “Waaannn maaamaaaa,” she wailed. She flung herself sideways, so that I had to clutch her tight in order to keep her from falling off the bed, which of course just made her cry harder.

My mother backed slowly out of the doorway. “Why don’t I go make her a sippy cup of warm milk?” She fled down the hall.

“Hey, shhh, shhh. It’s OK.” She was rigid in my arms, still trying to throw herself to the ground, inconsolable. What are you supposed to do with a crying two-year-old? Wasn’t this when you put the pacifier in their mouth to quiet them? I looked around the guest bedroom but of course there was no pacifier, not even any toys, just some ornamental ceramic orbs in a big wicker bowl on the dresser. I dug in my jeans pockets for something, anything, that might distract the child from her grief. A metal hair pin—perhaps not advisable. A set of keys. She slapped them away when I jingled them in her face. Maybe that kind of thing was for babies, not toddlers.

I jiggled the girl in my lap, bouncing her on my knee until her teeth were rattling in her mouth. The wailing grew louder. My mother had vanished into the kitchen at the far end of the house and I was fairly sure she had no plans to return with warm milk.

Desperate, I dug deeper into my pocket and turned up the sobriety coin I’d been given at my year anniversary, two weeks back. A bright bronze thing, embossed with words Charlotte would not yet understand: UNITY—SERVICE—RECOVERY. It was just the right size to clutch in your hand instead of reaching for that drink. It glinted in the light from the window. Charlotte paused from crying to stare at it.

“Tweasure?” she asked, her eyes pink and wet.

She was smarter than I thought.

“Treasure,” I agreed. “I stole it from a pirate in the faraway land of Los Angeles, sailed all the way here to give it to you. Should we go bury it in the garden and make a treasure map, so that the pirates don’t come and steal it back?”

She gazed gravely up at me, tiny tears still clinging to her flushed cheeks. I could still see the confusion in her face, that two things could look so alike and familiar and yet also be so completely different. I understood how she felt. I often felt the same way myself when I looked at my sister.

“We bewy it,” she repeated. Her voice was tentative and reedy. It made me think of bunny rabbits and warm beaches, of the sunny days of my own childhood. A strange wave of nostalgia hit me, a residual memory of a time long ago when my mother used to carry Elli and me on her hips, like bookends. How safe that felt.

I stood and hoisted Charlotte up onto my own hip, which was harder than it looked. “I’m your aunt Samantha. You can call me Sam, or Sammy.”

“Mimi?” She looked confused.

“Sure, if that’s easier. I know I’m not your mom, but I’m going to try my best to take care of you while she’s gone. OK?”

“’Kay,” she whispered. And even though she still wasn’t smiling, I could feel her body go slack, releasing itself to this new, semi-familiar adult.

“We’re going to be just fine,” I murmured into her hair.

I wasn’t sure if I was talking to the kid or to myself.
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