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JACKSONVILLE, FLORIDA


1982


Olivia was playing a game with the nice doctor. This new game had rubber blocks in different shapes and colors that had to be sorted based on whether or not they were the same as the one the doctor had picked. It was kind of fun at first, but she was starting to get sick of it, and wanted to hear a story instead.


She was happy to see her mommy come through the door, but she got even more excited when she saw her daddy there, too, standing back in the doorway.


“Daddy!” Olivia cried, dropping the yellow triangle she was holding and running to hug him.


But when she reached the doorway she stopped short, because the man in the doorway wasn’t her daddy at all. It was a different man, wearing her daddy’s special Marine clothes.


Olivia had never seen a grown-up man cry before, but that was exactly what the strange man in her daddy’s clothes did. Not real loud and snuffly like a kid would, but quietly.


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Dunham,” he said softly to her mommy.


Her mommy picked her up then, and held her so that she was sitting up high on the big bump in her mommy’s tummy where her new brother or sister was sleeping. Her mommy was crying, too, as she kissed Olivia’s face and squeezed her way too hard.


“Can we have a minute alone with her, Doctor Bishop?” she asked the nice doctor.


“Certainly,” the doctor said. “Take your time.”


The nice doctor left the room, and Olivia started to feel panicky. Whatever was going on, she didn’t like it one bit.


“This is Lieutenant Kent,” her mommy said. “He’s your daddy’s best friend, and he wants to tell you something really important, okay?”


Olivia nodded, but she wasn’t really sure it was okay.


“Hi, sweetheart,” the strange Marine man said. “Your daddy told me all about you.”


Olivia turned her face shyly away from the stranger.


“Are you sure about this?” her mommy asked over the top of her head.


“He made me promise,” the stranger said.


Her mommy nodded, rubbing Olivia’s back. That felt good.


“Listen,” the man said. “Your daddy gave me a message to give to you. He said he loves you more than anything, and that the world is much bigger than you think. Those were his exact words... His last words.” His voice started sounding all funny, like maybe he was going to cry some more. “I don’t know what he meant, but he made me promise to tell you that. So here I am.”


Olivia didn’t really understand anything the stranger was talking about, but what he was saying was making her mommy cry even harder, and that made her feel like crying, too.


“Where’s my daddy?” Olivia asked. “I don’t want you here.” She reached out and shoved at the stranger’s shoulder to push him away. “I want my daddy.”


“Daddy...” her mommy said. “Daddy has gone away to heaven.”


Olivia looked into her mommy’s face, frowning.


“He’s not in heaven,” she said. “He’s in Beirut!”


“Not any more, honey,” her mommy said. “He left Beirut and went to go live in heaven with the angels.”


“No!” Olivia said, squirming and struggling against her mommy’s arms. “No you’re wrong. He’s coming home soon. He promised!”


Her mommy put her down and started talking in a low voice to the man who wasn’t her daddy. Then the nice doctor came back in, and her mommy talked to him, too.


That made her even angrier, so Olivia ran over to the table with the blocks on it and started picking them up and throwing them as hard as she could. Then she hid her face.


“Let me try talking to her,” she heard the doctor say, but no one answered.


When Olivia looked back over at the door, her mother and the strange Marine man weren’t there anymore.


Suddenly she was afraid. She ran to the door, banging on it with her fists.


“Where’s my mommy?” she cried. “I want my mommy and daddy!”


“Can you tell me how you’re feeling right now, Olive?” the doctor asked. “What happened to your daddy? What did your mother mean when she said he went to heaven?”


“Nothing!” Olivia said. “He’s fine. He’s doing a very important job in Beirut with his Marine friends but he’ll be home soon. He’s JUST FINE!”


The doctor went over to his machines and started doing stuff, turning knobs and flipping switches. He did that a lot, and it made her feel like she wasn’t there. Then he turned back toward her.


“Do you understand what it means when I say that someone is dead, Olive?” he asked.


“I know what dead means,” Olivia said. “Dead means you go down the toilet like Goldie the fish.”


“Will you ever see Goldie again?”


Olivia frowned. That was a stupid question.


“No,” she said. “Because when you go down the toilet, you don’t ever come out again.”


“That’s right,” the doctor said, and he looked pleased at her answer. “Once someone is dead, they can’t come back.”


He took out a funny tiara that had lights on it, and put it on her head like she was a robot princess. It pinched, but she didn’t try to take it off. One of the screens started showing a bunch of squiggly lines.


“How would you feel if I told you your father was dead, just like Goldie?” he asked.


“You’re stupid,” she said. “Daddy can’t fit in the toilet!”


“I assure you,” the doctor said, but he was looking at the machine. “It’s true. Your daddy is dead, and he won’t ever come back. That’s what people mean when they say someone went to heaven.”


“He is NOT dead,” Olivia said. “You don’t know anything.”


“Why do you think your mother and Lieutenant Kent were crying?”


“Because...” Olivia clenched her fists, panic surging up the back of her throat and making it hard to breathe. “Because...”


“Tell me how you feel right now,” the doctor said, looking at her, and then the machine.


“Shut up,” she screeched. “Shut up! I hate you! I want to go home! I want my mommy!”


The pile of blocks on the floor by the table burst into sudden smoky flame.






MARCH 1986


Olivia lay in her bed, running her tongue over her split lip and listening to Rachel snore below her.


She didn’t blame Doctor Walter for her busted lip. After all, he was only trying to help. He had no way of knowing that threatening to call social services would only make her stepfather angrier. Randall had started unbuckling his belt before she’d even gotten in the front door, cracking her across the face for “spreading their private family business all around town.” He’d made it crystal clear that if she ever spoke to anybody again, about what went on in their house, she’d be sorry.


It was her own fault for asking Doctor Walter for help. She also knew, in her heart, that from now on the only person she could really count on was herself.


But as she lay there, she found herself thinking about that odd, lonely boy she’d met at the daycare center. His name had been Peter. She thought about the blimps, and white tulips, and about how strange and confusing the last few days had been.


Was it really possible to imagine herself somewhere else, or had she just made up the whole thing?


Because if it was true, if she really could imagine herself somewhere else, then why couldn’t she do it right now? Why couldn’t she take Rachel and disappear into another world, where there was no Randall?


She rolled over to look down at Rachel, sleeping on the lower trundle bed with one little hand curled against her cheek. Olivia took her sleeping sister’s hand, and then squeezed her eyes closed, trying to picture the two of them lying on their backs in a never-ending field of white tulips, laughing and watching chubby white clouds and zeppelins drift across the bright blue sky.


She pictured Peter lying beside them, smiling and safe just like they were. She imagined him reaching out and taking her hand, comforting her.


Nothing happened.


“Livie?” Rachel whispered. “What are you doing?”


Olivia opened her eyes. Still in their same old bedroom. She let go of Rachel’s hand.


“Nothing,” she said. “Go back to sleep.”


Olivia turned away from Rachel and faced the wall, feeling a dark, bitter despair wash over her. What was the point of being able to imagine yourself into another world, if you couldn’t do it when you really needed to? If it had even happened at all. Maybe she had just imagined the whole thing.


She should have known it was too good to be true.
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JUNE 1988


Jacksonville summer. Muggy and stagnant, the only breeze generated by the wings of mosquitos. Sweat pasted Randy’s limp thinning hair to the back of his neck as he sat on the front porch in the late evening sun, rolling another wet beer can back and forth across his forehead.


It didn’t help.


Neither did drinking the beer inside the cans, although that didn’t stop Randy from trying.


“Randy...?”


That was Denise. Just hearing the sound of her whiny, nagging voice made his fingers curl into fists. The way she said his name, all stretched out and quivery, he knew what was coming. More of her bitchy little insults, disguised as questions.


Randy, don’t you think you should slow down a little on them beers?


Randy, don’t you think you maybe oughta try looking for a job tomorrow?


Randy, don’t you think you’re a worthless piece of trash who’ll never amount to anything?


It didn’t used to be this way with Denise. When he first met her, she used to be fun. A good-time party girl who could drink any man under the table. Back then she’d been the quintessential blond beach babe—leggy, tan and perfect, like she just stepped out of a Coppertone ad. She’d been looking for a walk on the wild side, after her uptight military husband had kicked the bucket, and Randy was just the bad boy to take her there. She’d climbed on the back of his Harley the night they’d met and never looked back.


And the way she used to look up at him with those big blue eyes, like he was a rock star. Like he was the only man in the whole world.


Now she looked at him like he was some kind of alcoholic, just because she’d suddenly decided to stop drinking during the week. Like he was a worthless bum, even though he worked his ass off to support her and her two bratty kids. Okay, so maybe he didn’t have some respectable nine-to-five type job, but he was out there hustling every day.


A little of this, a little of that. Dealing skunk weed to dumb-ass frat boys and tourists. Fencing stolen car stereos. Plus, he had a real good score lined up later that night. Something big. Something that’d change their lives and get them out of this dump. Something that would shut her whining mouth for good.


“Randy, honey,” she said, pushing the creaking screen door open. “They’re gonna shut the phone off tomorrow. Think you could go on down the office first thing and take care of this bill?”


“Tomorrow,” Randy said, pausing to down the last of the beer. “Tomorrow I’ll get you a brand-new phone in a brand-new house, how’d that be?”


“That’s what you said last month,” she said, and she gave him that look.


“Dammit, Denise,” Randy said, crushing the beer can and tossing it out into the sandy front yard. “Why you always gotta be so negative?”


He turned to look at her, standing there in the doorway. She was dressed up all fancy in an acid-washed denim mini skirt, neon pink halter top, and high white heels. Pretty much everything hanging out like it was on sale. Hair all poofed up and bright pink lipstick like some kind of rock video tramp. He stood up, eyes narrow as he turned to face her.


“Where the hell you think you’re going dressed like that?”


“I...” She took a tentative step back. “I told you it was Joelle’s birthday tonight. Me and Lisa are throwing a little party for her down at Sandie’s. You said you’d watch the girls, remember?”


He stepped into the doorway, backing her into the sweltering house. It was a good ten degrees hotter inside. Air conditioner on the fritz again.


“And I’m supposed to believe you’re dressed like a slut for some chick’s birthday party?” He let the screen door close, then backed her up against the living room wall. “No, no, wait a minute. Doesn’t that spic ex-boyfriend of yours work at Sandie’s? What was his name? José?”


“Jorge,” she stuttered. “But that was way back in high school. Years ago, Randy. He’s married now, with kids.”


“You’re married with kids,” he said. “Doesn’t seem to stop you from whoring around behind my back, now does it?”


“Randy, please...”


“Here’s what you’re gonna do,” he said, keeping his voice low and even. “You’re gonna go back in the bedroom and put on some decent clothes that cover up that fat ass of yours, and then you’re gonna stay right here in this house and take care of your own damn kids while I go out and make us a living. How’s that sound?”


She was silent for a moment, and then her eyes got wide.


“I can’t take this anymore!” she screeched, her voice turning high and grating. “I’ve got no life because of you and your crazy jealousy. I never go anywhere. I never do anything. It’s like I’m in goddamn prison with you.”


Her shrill voice drilled into Randy’s aching head, going on and on and on. Blaming him for all her problems. Swearing and squawking just like a talking parrot. A whole lot of annoying noise that didn’t mean anything. He could feel sweat dripping down the center of his back, and gathering under the rim of his ball cap. His head was pounding, the nice comfortable buzz he’d been working on swiftly decimated by her bitchy little tantrum.


“Maybe I should use my fat ass to find a new man,” she was saying. “A real man—with a job.”


Randy punched her in the face.


There was a nice, satisfying double crunch, first his fist hitting her face and then her head snapping back and hitting the wall behind her. She slid down the wall to the spotty carpet, knees to her chest and both hands covering her bleeding nose.


He shook out his throbbing right hand, flexing the fingers.


“Talk like that to me again,” he said, “Ever. I’ll kill you.”


He checked his watch. Nearly nine p.m. He really needed to get going if he was going to meet up with Tony for this big score.


There was a soft shuffling sound in the hallway and when he looked up he saw Denise’s older daughter. She was dressed in a thin, sweat-damp nightgown, her long blond hair loose around her narrow face. The younger kid was okay, pretty quiet and easy to ignore, but this older one was a pain in Randy’s ass. Just like her momma, always begging for the back of his hand. Always judging him.


She was judging him right now, staring at him like he was some kind of bad guy, when Denise was the one who started it.


“What the hell are you looking at?” he asked, glaring at her.


The girl didn’t respond, but she didn’t look away. She just stared at him with those spooky green eyes of hers. Like grown-up eyes in a little kid’s face. He raised his hand to her, but she didn’t flinch. She just narrowed her expression.


“To hell with you both,” he said, almost to himself. “Somebody has to make a living around here.”


He turned on his heel and left, slamming the screen door on the pathetic snuffling and boo-hooing of Denise’s little pity party.


* * *


It was dark when Randy pulled his sorry-ass pickup truck into the empty parking lot of the Save Rite, and there was only one other vehicle there. Normally, he wouldn’t be caught dead within a mile of a police prowler, but this was Tony’s car, so Randy eased the pickup into the slot beside it and killed the engine.


Tony Orsini was the older brother of this girl Sherry he used to bang a few years back. Handsome son of a bitch with a square, comic-book hero jaw and a toothpaste commercial smile. He was five years older than Randy, but he still had a full head of thick, perfectly gelled black hair while Randy’s was more like a dying lawn—thin, patchy and pale brown. Tony was the kind of guy who had a five o’ clock shadow by noon. A real he-man type. Chicks couldn’t get enough of him.


It took Randy a couple of months to start trusting Tony, since he was a cop and all. But it soon became clear that he was as crooked as they come. He was also a generous friend. Always picking up the tab when they went drinking, always sharing the coke he’d confiscated from some lowlife, and always offering up freebies from the working girls he kept out of jail.


Tony talked all the time about how the drug dealers he arrested had stacks of money just lying around, and how easy it would be to make that cash disappear. After all, if you rob a drug dealer, it’s not like he’s gonna call the cops. And even if he did, Tony was the cops.


All Tony needed was a good trustworthy partner. Someone he could count on to stay cool under pressure, and back him up on the score.


That’s where Randy came in.


Randy got out of the pickup and slid into the passenger side of the prowler. It was nice and cool, air conditioning running at full blast. But even under the circumstances, being inside a cop car still made him sweat a little.


“You’re late, Randall,” Tony said, instead of a greeting.


“Sorry, man,” Randy replied. “My old lady’s been giving me grief all night. Practically had to chew my own leg off to get away. You’d think that bitch would be a little more appreciative, seeing as how I’m about to make her rich and all.”


“Focus,” Tony said. “We got a big night ahead of us.” He looked over. “Let me see your gun.”


Randy felt a rush of hot blood to his face.


“Goddammit,” he said. “I knew I forgot something.”


Tony just stared at him, flat black eyes ice-cold in his stony, expressionless face.


“Get out,” Tony said.


“Now just hold on a second, Tony,” Randy began.


“I said get out.”


“Look, man,” Randy said, palms out. “I’m sorry. I just let that whiny bitch get to me, break my concentration. Give me a second chance, willya?”


“Now you listen to me, Randall,” Tony said, twisting a fistful of Randy’s sweaty T-shirt and pulling him close enough to kiss. “I’m trusting you with my life here. My life will literally be in your hands, do you understand that? If you screw this up, I’m a dead man.”


“I understand,” Randy said, trying to keep his voice steady. “Honest. It’s not a big deal. We can just swing back by my place and pick up the piece, okay? It won’t take any time at all.”


Tony didn’t say anything for a long, drawn out moment, leaving Randy to sweat in silence. Getting in on a score like this was by far the best and most important thing that had ever happened to Randy. No more smalltime action, this was his ticket to the big leagues. A score like this would change his life forever, and if he screwed it up before it even got off the ground, he didn’t think he could live with himself.


“All right,” Tony said finally, letting go of Randy’s shirt and putting the prowler in gear. “I’m gonna let it slide, just this once. But I expect better from you from here on out.”


“Absolutely,” Randy said, straightening his stretched out collar. “You bet. I won’t let you down. You can count on me, man.”


As Tony drove back down Pearl Street toward the house, Randy had to fight to stop himself from fidgeting like an anxious kid. He’d already made such a bad impression, he needed to do everything he could to show Tony that he was cool. Trustworthy. That he really was ready for the big leagues.


When they turned the corner and the sad little white house came into view, he felt a pulse of shame. He’d been to Tony’s high-rise condo, with the trendy leather furniture and the knockout view. That was the kind of place Randy wanted, not a trashy dump like this. He wanted to explain to Tony that he was better than this, that he had ambition, and that it was Denise and her nagging and lack of faith in him that kept him down. But it didn’t seem like a good time. Better to just go grab the gun and get going.


When Randy walked up to the porch, the door was closed.


That’s weird, he thought. The door was never closed, not in this kind of heat. But he didn’t really think much about it as he pulled the screen door open and turned the knob on the wooden door behind it. He half expected it to be locked, but the handle turned easily.


When he opened the door, he saw Denise’s older daughter standing there in the middle of the empty living room. Denise must have gone to lie down or something, because although she’d left behind a smeary mess of blood and snot on the wall and floor, she was nowhere to be seen.


That’s when Randy noticed that the little girl had his gun.


For a fleeting second, he thought she’d realized that he forgot it, and helpfully brought it out to give to him. But he didn’t remember telling the kid that he’d be needing it, and he’d never talk about that kind of stuff with a nine-year-old, anyway.


Then she raised the gun and pointed it at him, and any thoughts along those lines swiftly evaporated.


“Olivia, don’t!” he said, hands held out in supplication.


The little bitch shot him.
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Tony was starting to regret having chosen Randall as his sacrificial lamb. You’d think it would be impossible to screw up such simple instructions. Clearly he’d overestimated his victim’s ability to distinguish his own sorry ass from a hole in the ground.


Tony had orchestrated this exact same bait-and-switch set up half a dozen times before, cherry-picking some loser to take the blame for the murder of one of Tony’s myriad rivals and competitors. They would break into the target’s house, Tony would shoot both the target and the fall guy, and from there it was a cinch to doctor up the scene to make it look like they’d killed each other during a botched robbery.


Should’ve been another no brainer.


But in the past few months, Tony had been suffering through a tenacious streak of bad luck. Deals going south. Sure things that didn’t pan out. Worse, he’d been having these strange episodes of free-floating anxiety, combined with intense paranoia and an unshakeable conviction that very bad things were going on just outside the limits of his peripheral vision.


He figured it was probably a side effect from doing too much blow, but it was starting to mess with his composure. Making him doubt himself. And given the kinds of animals he dealt with on a daily basis, you could never show a hint of weakness, or else they’d eat you alive.


He lit a cigarette to calm himself as he watched Randall fumble around with the doorknob. This guy was really starting to get on Tony’s nerves. It was going to be a pleasure to kill him.


Again, there was that icy twinge of paranoia as Tony glanced back down the street. He spotted a man standing beside the mailbox of a Pepto Bismol-colored house, on the other side of the street. He really didn’t want anyone to notice him, or wonder why a petty criminal like Randall was getting into a cop car on the day that would become known as his last.


But that wasn’t the only reason the guy was making Tony nervous.


By the glow of a nearby streetlight, he saw that the man was wearing a dark suit and tie, despite the sweltering heat. Also, his face—what could be seen of it—was icy pale under the rim of a black fedora. No tan—not even a hint. Clearly not a local. Some stiff from Internal Affairs?


A Fed, maybe?


Tony was starting to think that the best option was to cut his losses and drive away. He could always come back and silently execute Randall some other time. He was about to turn the ignition key when he heard the shot.


Instinct had him out of the car with his gun drawn before he had a chance to think about what a bad idea it was to get involved in Randall’s domestic mess. There was a second shot and Randall fell backward through the door and onto the porch, clutching his right thigh and making a noise like an angry donkey. Tony figured the guy’s bitch of a wife must have plugged him, and couldn’t blame her, to be honest.


Stepping into the house, he was astounded to discover that the shooter was a little girl.


Tony had always been uncomfortable around kids. It was like they could see right through his flash and charm, and knew that there was something off about him. Something rotten. So he avoided them whenever possible.


He’d dealt with armed attackers more times than he could count, and was known in the department as a guy who always stayed cool under pressure. But he’d never faced off against a child with a gun.


“Okay, kid,” he said, keeping his voice calm and even. “Why don’t you just put the gun down.”


The girl was breathing fast and shallow, her pale blond hair crackling with static. Her eyes were wide, with too much white around the thin green irises and dilated pupils.


“Come on, sweetheart,” he said, holstering his gun and taking a cautious step closer. “Now, why don’t you be a good girl and...”


He reached out and grabbed the girl’s fragile little wrist, tilting the gun in her hand so it pointed up toward the ceiling.


Suddenly it felt like he had grabbed a live wire, or stuck his hand into a microwave oven. Some kind of strange blistering heat seared through Tony’s fingers and up into his arm, causing the skin to bubble and blacken. He wanted to let go but it was as if his fingers had been fused to her wrist.


And in a sudden awful flash, the house was gone. The whole neighborhood was gone and he and the little girl were standing in the middle of what appeared to be a massive junkyard, with wrecked cars and washing machines and twisted metal scrap. Only all of the cars looked foreign and strangely designed, and the brand names on the various broken-down appliances were unfamiliar.


For a moment he forgot the pain. Then, before Tony could get a handle on this bizarre turn of events, he felt the intrusion of an unwanted presence inside his brain. The girl was in his thoughts. He could feel a weird resonant echo humming through his neurons, as if she was using them to play cat’s cradle. Like the two of them were twisting together, and synching up on a molecular level.


Then, just like that, the connection was severed, and the two of them were back inside Randall’s house again.


A fountain of sparks rained down from the light fixture above their heads. Light bulbs popped like corn and the dirty carpet burst into flame, releasing choking, toxic smoke.


Tony’s right sleeve was on fire, too, and whatever plans he may have had for dealing with the little girl were forgotten in that instant as he spun away from her in a blind panic, shielding his face from the flames with his left hand.


As he twisted his burning right arm, Tony’s uniform sleeve disintegrated into glowing ash and the fingers he’d clenched around the little girl’s wrist snapped and shattered like burnt breadsticks. The heavy gun in her hand thumped to the carpet and she just stood there, wide green eyes staring.


Tony tore out into the front yard and dove to the sandy ground, rolling to smother the flames. But the feeling of burning deep inside his flesh could not be quenched. He felt as if his arm had been filled with napalm maggots that were steadily chewing their way up into his torso and head.


He grayed out for an unknown length of time, woozy and dull with shock, but still able to hear shouting and sirens around him. Then there were hands on his body, lifting him. He tried to fight them, but there were too many. That’s when he realized he was on a stretcher, about to be put into an ambulance.


“Officer Orsini?” a voice was saying. “Stay with us, okay? We’re gonna get you to the hospital.”


A paramedic, a woman. Broad, bland face with no makeup, hair hidden under a cap. Cold, clinical blue eyes behind pale lashes.


He turned away from her ministrations, back toward the smoky, burning house. Randall was already gone, carted away to the hospital—or the morgue, if Tony was lucky. But there was a woman and another blond girl, younger, standing together on the sidewalk. The woman looked like she had a broken nose, but seemed otherwise unharmed.


The girl was physically fine, but clearly hysterical.


Meanwhile, on his left side, another paramedic was coddling the little monster who had burned him, checking her vitals and asking if she was alright. Her eyes were still glazed over and far away.


Tony lunged toward her, ripping the IV out of his good arm and screaming.


“She did this!” he howled. “She’s a monster! A demon! Get her! She did this to me!”


The woman paramedic tried to restrain him, but he let her have it, punching her in the gut with his good hand and then shoving her back as he climbed to his unsteady feet.


Couldn’t they see that this little girl wasn’t a child at all? She was the goddamn antichrist. He had to find a way to stop her, before the unholy power she possessed was unleashed on the unsuspecting world.


He staggered, dizzy and nauseous, sky and ground whirling, untrustworthy as he reached instinctively for his gun. The movement sent a bolt of blinding pain through the ruined stump that remained of his right hand. He nearly blacked out again, but forced himself to hold it together, fumbling to undo the grip of the pistol with his left hand, until he was able to pull it out of its holster.


He managed to get his awkward left forefinger through the trigger and pointed the gun at that little blond monster, but then the ground seemed to spin beneath him, and his shot went laughably wide.


Behind the girl a black firefighter staggered and dropped to his knees, his heavy yellow turnout coat going crimson down one side.


Then Tony was being tackled by several enraged firefighters and restrained, howling and flailing as the red-faced woman paramedic filled a syringe. Next there was a sharp sting in the meat of his twisting arm.


Then nothing.


* * *


Olivia had no idea how she wound up out on the front lawn. The last thing she remembered was Randall.


Randall coming through the door all casual and preoccupied like nothing had happened. Like breaking her mother’s nose for the third time that year and threatening to kill her was no big deal. Olivia knew her mother would never have the courage to stand up for herself, so it was up to Olivia to stand up for her. Because she believed in her heart that if she didn’t, Randall really would kill her mother. Maybe her and Rachel, too.


So what had happened? She remembered pulling the trigger—once, then again—and Randall falling back on the porch with blood soaking through the leg of his oily jeans. Then, as a rush of intense, conflicting emotions overwhelmed her, she felt as if her consciousness was eclipsed by a roiling, electrified thundercloud.


There was a terrible smell of burning that filled her head, choking her, suffocating her. Then she was here, on the front lawn, the house behind her engulfed in smoke and flames.


Rachel!


What had happened to her little sister? What about her mother? Were they trapped inside the house?


She scrambled to her feet, only to be held back by a burly Hispanic paramedic with glasses.


“Hey, now,” he said. “Take it easy.”


“My sister,” Olivia said, her voice rough and scratchy from the smoke.


“She’s fine, honey,” he said. “She’s over there with your mom. Your dad has been taken to the hospital in an ambulance. He’s going to be fine, too, so don’t worry.”


“He’s...” Her voice seemed to dry up in her throat. “He’s alive? But I...”


She suddenly lost all the strength in her legs, and was forced to sit straight down on the scratchy grass. She felt as if she was going to throw up.


She could see an ambulance in the driveway, and thought for a fleeting moment that she saw Randall strapped to a stretcher, but it wasn’t him. It was a cop in a singed uniform. Something about him seemed eerily familiar, like déjà vu or something from a half-remembered dream. He didn’t seem to be conscious, and one arm was all wrapped up and packed with ice.


“What happened?” she asked.


Before the paramedic could answer, Rachel came running out of the smoke and chaos, flinging herself so hard at Olivia that she nearly knocked her over backward.


“Hey,” Olivia said. “It’s okay, kiddo. We’re okay.”


She looked up at her mother, standing just behind Rachel. Her eyes were both swollen down to pink, puffy slits, and her nose looked like a rotten tomato. She seemed to be crying, but her face was so messed up that it was hard to tell.


Olivia stood, keeping her arms around Rachel, and pulled her mother gently into the embrace.


“We’re okay,” she said again.


She really hoped that it was true.
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Olivia stood on the beach with her arm around her little sister. It was a Tuesday afternoon, at the tail end of the summer high season, and Neptune Beach was still humming with tourist activity. Mostly chubby, sunburned families with kids and leathery seniors in sun hats. A man played Frisbee with his dog while two girls Rachel’s age shook sand out of their towels.


No one seemed to care what Olivia and Rachel were doing there.


The salty wind whipped Olivia’s hair around her face and the warm, gentle surf bubbled around her bare feet. The sun was high and bright in a clear blue sky. Another beautiful, perfect postcard kind of day. Another day her mother would never see.


Rachel pressed her face into Olivia’s shoulder, sobbing as their mother’s best friend Joelle carefully unscrewed the lid on the cheap aluminum container that held all that was left of Denise Dunham.


“Should I say something?” Joelle asked, looking back at Olivia like she was the adult and Joelle was the fifteen-year-old.


Joelle was a good person, with a huge heart, but she was flighty and clueless most of the time, flapping around like a frightened chicken. Her being seven months pregnant and awash in baby hormones didn’t help matters at all. Unfortunately, she was the only adult that was willing or able to help scatter Denise’s ashes on the beach. Olivia and Rachel had no living family.


“Go ahead,” Olivia said, her voice tight but steady.


“Denise,” Joelle said, tears ruining her thick mascara. “You were my best friend since sixth grade and... um... you loved the beach. We had such fun times here, you, me, and the girls.” She choked up for a minute, lips stretched thin and tight. “And now we’re here, to scatter your ashes in the ocean like you wanted, so your beautiful spirit will live forever in the beautiful waves.”


Olivia found her mind drifting during Joelle’s awkward and corny but heartfelt speech. Drifting back to other, more vivid memories of her mother. Not tan and happy on the beach, but pale and skeletal, wrapped in an oversized hospital gown, her eyes already dead and waiting for her body to catch up.


It had all happened so fast.


* * *


Her mother always had headaches, for as long as Olivia could remember, but they got worse when Randall left.


After the “accidental” shooting that left Randall with a limp and a monster pain pill addiction, he’d come back from the hospital all smug and more insufferable than ever. Olivia just went along with his story that she had been playing with the gun, and it went off by accident, but a day didn’t go by that she didn’t wish her aim had been better.


Olivia ran away several times, but always ended up coming back for Rachel’s sake. She just couldn’t leave her little sister alone with that abusive scumbag, because if he was going to hurt someone, Olivia preferred that it be her. She could deal with it.


Then, one day, Randall was just gone. No explanation, no goodbye, nothing. Olivia was ecstatic, convinced that her mother would finally start to live again.


But that’s not what happened.


Denise withdrew even further, refusing to leave her room for days on end. She slept most of the time and when she was awake, she was like a hollow-eyed shadow of herself. Her headaches got so bad that she was unable to work, and they had to go on welfare. There was a time when Olivia came to wonder if her mother’s headaches were just an excuse for her to lock herself in her room with her pills and the TV, leaving her daughters to fend for themselves.


Cleaning the house, packing lunches for Rachel, handling all the bills and groceries and everything, Olivia had been filled with deep, simmering resentment. So much so that she wanted to grab her mother by the fragile, pipe-cleaner arms and shout.


He left you, but we’re still here!


The strange thing about it was that Olivia’s terrible resentment somehow made her guilt-twisted love for her mother even stronger. So if her mother needed to be taken care of, then that’s just what Olivia would do.


They were in the middle of another pointless, depressing argument about the overdue power bill when her mother had her first seizure.


“I told you not to open bills and leave them lying around your room, where they’ll get buried and forgotten,” Olivia was saying. “Just give them to me right away, okay?


“Okay?”


But her mother didn’t seem to be listening. She was staring at the floor, mouth slack and eyes blinking slowly.


“Mom?” She put a hand on her mother’s skinny shoulder, exasperation evaporating. “Mom? Are you okay?”


And bang, her mother went down, twitching, eyes rolling up in her head and urine puddling beneath her on the carpet.


* * *


The doctors wouldn’t tell Olivia anything for weeks.


Inconclusive results.


More tests.


Specialists.


But Olivia knew the truth. She saw it in their faces and the way they refused to meet her gaze for more than a second at a time. And then, finally, there came a day when they couldn’t hide the truth from her anymore.


It was an inoperable tumor. Cancer. Six months was a generous estimate.


They still wouldn’t meet her gaze.


Standing there in the hushed hospital hallway with her inconsolable sister, Olivia had wanted desperately to scream. To punch walls and kick out windows. To shake her fist at the sky and rail against the unfairness of it all.


But she didn’t. She just nodded and signed forms and accepted leaflets and the phone numbers of various child welfare agencies and grief counselors. Taking care of things, the way she always did.


* * *


Joelle shook the jar over the incoming waves and the pale, powdery ash fell like impossible snow across the water. The three of them were silent for a long minute, each one lost in their own thoughts. Joelle and Rachel cried. Olivia didn’t.


On the drive back to their apartment, Joelle explained to them again how she really wanted to take them in, honest she did, but she just couldn’t. She had four daughters of her own, plus her current husband Brett’s two kids from a previous marriage and now this new baby on the way. There was no room at the inn.


Olivia understood, both what Joelle said and left unsaid. Like the fact that Brett was a little too fond of Olivia and had recently started complimenting her on her “development” whenever she came over to babysit. She also understood why Joelle felt the need to explain her situation over and over again. Because Joelle wasn’t really explaining it to Olivia and Rachel, she was explaining it to herself.


“Okay, well...” Joelle said, pulling up in front of their familiar apartment complex. “Stay in touch. You have my number.”


“Of course,” Olivia replied, climbing out of Joelle’s battered green minivan for what she knew would be the last time. “Thanks.”


Joelle couldn’t drive away fast enough.


* * *


Rachel threw herself onto the sofa in a sobbing heap while Olivia packed up the rest of her sister’s things. Olivia’s own meager possessions were already neatly organized and stowed inside a single rolling suitcase, but Rachel had been unable to handle packing. As if leaving her shoes and CDs strewn around the room would prevent them from having to leave their familiar home.


No such luck.


A Child Welfare agent named Leona Byers had just arrived and was standing in the doorway, waiting impatiently for Olivia to finish. She was in her late forties, short and round with razor-thin eyebrows and a fussy little mouth. Her bushy black hair was cut into a weirdly mannish style that clashed with her tight floral dress, chandelier earrings, and garish make up.


“Look,” Olivia said, “I don’t understand why we can’t just stay here. I can quit school and get a job. I’ve been taking care of all the bills and things since mom got sick, so I know what to do. We don’t need foster care.”


“I’m sorry, honey,” Leona said, her smarmy, insincere tone making it clear that she was anything but sorry. “That’s just not how it works.”


“But we’ll get to stay together though, right?” Rachel asked, suddenly panicky. “They’re not gonna separate us are they?”


Leona smiled, flashing her disturbingly perfect little doll teeth.


“You’d better hurry up and finish packing,” she said.


“They can’t separate us!” Rachel cried, clutching Olivia’s arm. “You won’t let them, will you?”


“Here,” Olivia said, handing Rachel their mother’s favorite teddy bear, a panda holding a heart that read GET WELL SOON! A gift from Olivia and Rachel during the first few days of her first hospital stay, back when getting well soon still seemed like a possibility. Rachel clung to the panda like a life preserver while Olivia put her arm around her little sister and spoke close to her ear.


“If they try to separate us,” she whispered, “I’ll run away and come find you. I swear. Okay?”


Rachel hugged the panda even tighter and nodded.


Outside the open door, the mailman was whistling an upbeat salsa tune as he shoved letters and magazines through the mail slot of each apartment. When he reached the Dunham apartment, he raised a hand and called inside.


“Here you go,” he said, holding a single envelope out to Olivia.


She turned it over in her hands. The paper was a creamy off-white, thick and expensive. In the place where a return address would be, there was just a corporate logo, a graphic three-dimensional letter M.


She opened the envelope and pulled out a single sheet of equally expensive letterhead with the same M logo.




	Dear Olivia and Rachel Dunham,


	We are pleased to offer you both full academic scholarships at The Deerborn Academy in Westley, Massachusetts. Room and board are included, plus a monthly stipend to cover your basic living expenses until graduation. Enclosed are two airline tickets from Jacksonville to Boston, where you will be met by a school official who will transport you to the campus.


	Please note that although the date on the tickets is open ended, it would be in your best interest to leave immediately, so you may start the semester at the same time as all the other students in your respective grades.





The letter wasn’t signed. As indicated, the envelope did contain a pair of airline tickets, as well as a glossy brochure extolling the virtues of the school. It looked perfect—a dream come true. Only Olivia didn’t remember applying for a scholarship to any Deerborn Academy.


On the other hand, she had applied for dozens of grants and scholarships in the last desperate months of her mother’s life, including several national programs that offered to find placement on behalf of gifted students experiencing personal hardships. She didn’t specifically remember any of those programs having a three-dimensional M logo, but she was under such immense pressure and stress that it wasn’t out of the question that she may have simply forgotten.


She looked up at Leona, who tapped the spot on her thick wrist where a watch would be, as a signal for her to hurry up.
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