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For Tara











1


DAY 1


WEDNESDAY, EARLY MORNING


My first thought was my mother had started another fire. Or maybe she did something nasty to a fellow patient again. Last year she stabbed a woman sitting next to her in the dining room with a fork because, she said, the woman tried to steal her dessert. Both times I had to cover the costs (the woman needed four stitches, one for each tine), which I couldn’t help but suspect the care home had inflated. I always pictured the nurses clanging their after-work mai tais together, telling each other they deserved this little something extra for having to deal with that woman.


I almost didn’t answer. I’d just spent the last slow hour helping a prostitute pick out hair dye (Midnight Vixen by L’Oréal seemed a professionally sound choice) after refilling her Valtrex prescription and was taking my second break of the overnight shift. But it was the strangeness of the hour. My phone never rang at 6 A.M.


“Mia Haas?” A gruff voice.


“Yes.” I was sitting with two front cashiers, sipping weak coffee and eating powdery donuts for a cheap rush to carry me through the next two hours.


“This is Wayoata Police Chief John Pruden.”


“What did Mimi do now?” I offered up a theatrical sigh for the benefit of my co-workers who had never heard me mention Mimi before now and locked myself in the bathroom for privacy.


“I’m calling about Lucas.”


“Sorry, what?”


“Your brother, Lucas. Have you heard from him?” He sounded irritated he had to repeat himself.


“Why?” My teeth sunk into my lower lip. Visions of accidents sucked me into a panic, of bloody highway collisions and motorboats crashed into rocky lakeshores with beer bottles still rolling back and forth on deck. A school shooting. Wayoata was the kind of crappy town where angry, awkward outcasts went on shooting rampages. “What happened?”


Pruden evaded my question. “So you’re telling me you haven’t heard from him in the last seventy-two hours?”


I tried to think when I last talked to my twin brother. He called me a couple of weeks ago but didn’t leave a message, which meant it wasn’t important. Just one of those catch-up calls and a full report on Mimi. The twenty-four-hour chain pharmacy where I worked in Chicago had opened yet another location two blocks away, and I was doubling up on shifts until another pharmacist was hired.


“No, I haven’t. What is this about?”


Pruden muttered something I didn’t catch, then followed up with “We can’t find your brother.”


“What do you mean, you can’t find him?” The better question would have been to ask why they were looking for him, but of course I didn’t think to ask that yet. I was too blindsided. “He’s probably at work.” It was June. Exam time. Lucas wouldn’t be anywhere but in his classroom. If he’d suddenly decided to quit, he wouldn’t have done it during exam time. Plus, he would have told me.


“At work?” Pruden parroted. I’d insulted him; obviously it’s too early for Lucas to be at the school. “He’s not at work. You need to come in. When can you get here? Sooner the better.” Someone jiggled the handle on the bathroom door.


I pushed for more details—really, really pushed—but Pruden insisted we talk in person.


* * *


Immediately after hanging up, I tried calling Lucas twenty times in a row. Each time I expected him to pick up so we could laugh at this whole absurd situation. He’d have a funny story about some woman he’d met and half moved in with for the last week and would be stunned that the police got involved over a few unwarranted sick days.


But Lucas wasn’t picking up his phone. The ringing, the pause as the call rolled over to voice mail was all dashed hope and building dread. The heat from my phone burrowed deep into my ear, turned into an electric buzz that stayed long after I stopped trying. No answer.


Still sitting on the toilet lid, I went to my brother’s Facebook, thinking there’d be a selfie of him doing whatever and I’d know he was fine, but his account had been deleted.


I Googled the Wayoata Sun. My ears started to hum; my windpipe twisted. It looked like a novelty newspaper. Pure bogus. The kind you get from some mall parking lot carnival with the words “WANTED AKA [INSERT YOUR COOL NICKNAME HERE]” above your laser-printed face. Yearbook photos, side by side. One staff, one student. My brother and a teenage girl. The breaking news headline, LOCAL TEACHER PERSON OF INTEREST IN STUDENT’S MURDER. It was dated yesterday.


I scrolled down to the comments section, and here was a litany of abuse against my brother. Cap-locked words, among them “MURDERER” and “RAPIST” mottled the screen like bullet holes. Even our miserable old neighbor who liked to plant plastic roses in his front flower bed, their startling, colorful heads peeking through the North Dakotan snowdrifts like the earth below was oozing blood, had managed to get in on the verbal stoning: Rot in hEll sick mutherfucker!!#! It struck me as especially serious that Paul Bergman felt no need to hide behind a username.


Earlier articles depicted the disappearance and search for a sixteen-year-old girl named Joanna Wilkes. She’d been missing for three weeks before her body was discovered in Dickson Park two days ago.


* * *


It didn’t take me long to pack. I flung an armful of clothes into my suitcase, fistfuls of underwear and socks; I noticed the red



makeup bag at the back of my underwear drawer. Put it in my suitcase, took it out, put it back again. I couldn’t imagine going to Wayoata without it. Zipped up the suitcase. It didn’t take me long to do anything because I couldn’t stop moving. I lived alone in a loft-style apartment in Wicker Park. I’d filled it with all the right things to coordinate with its industrial look of brick walls and exposed ductwork, but somehow it still looked uninspired.


With what I paid in rent each month, I could have afforded a mini-mansion in Wayoata. This was something Lucas had kept reminding me of in the first few months after he went back home. As if all that stood between me and Wayoata was a prime piece of real estate; as if prime real estate existed anywhere at all in Wayoata.


On the plane I ordered a whiskey and water to keep my teeth from sinking into my bottom lip. There was no one to call. Not really. No one to tell me, Oh, that thing about Lucas and a student was just a big misunderstanding, another snafu our Wayoata finest are known for. It’ll be straightened out by the time you get here—in fact don’t even waste your time coming in. We did not have an extended family. Our mother had fled Omaha after a falling-out with her parents when she was nineteen and never talked to them again. Supposedly, they died sometime when Lucas and I were children. She’d told us this very matter-of-factly: “Your grandparents are dead, so stop asking about them.” We had an aunt, but I had no idea how to get in touch with her. She had called us every second Christmas for a while, but for whatever reason, that had ended. Mimi would go around, ice clinking in her glass, saying she was estranged from her family,



drawing out the word “estranged” like it was a sophisticated, glittery term.


* * *


Wayoata does not have its own airport. The earliest flight landed in Bismarck. I had to drive another three hours northeast to get there. I’d reserved a silver sedan online, but the car rental clerk handed me keys for a candy-red PT Cruiser and tried to up-sell the insurance coverage. I asked for something else, anything else. The color didn’t matter—it could be a beige or black sedan, the kind of car that didn’t draw any attention (negative or positive)—but the clerk just shrugged helplessly.


The drive was claustrophobic, with open fields so lacking in depth and dimension the view could have been a canvas backdrop. The sun lit up the greasy bug spatters on the windshield; they looked like a demented child’s finger painting. After leaving for college, I’d returned once a year for Thanksgiving and would sit in my mother’s room, plate in lap, silently picking away at the pinkish turkey the care home provided. Once Lucas moved back, nearly five years ago, I no longer felt obligated to make an annual visit, telling myself that Mimi now had Lucas to visit her anytime she wanted and that was important to me, that Mimi had someone. Equally important was that the someone wasn’t me.


I knew I was getting close when I saw the same old anti-abortion billboard: a photo of some four-year-old forever stuck in the late nineties with her neon sweater and ribboned hair with ABORTION KILLS CHILDREN scrawled across her. Thirty seconds later, I was passing Wayoata’s welcome sign. WAYOATA: HOME OF



THE CORN AND APPLE FESTIVAL produced the usual knot in my throat. Just seeing it made me feel sticky and heavy. Someone had spray-painted an “S” in front of “Corn,” and the smiling cartoon corn below had been given a penis tip shooting three ejaculating dashes onto the heavily lashed apple. It said something about the town that the welcome sign was always in some state of defacement while the antiabortion sign remained unscathed.


Then came the two competing gas stations lit up like casinos. The houses got closer together. Labyrinthine residential streets followed; the backyards offered views of rusted grain elevators, and the roads looped around and back out to Main Street to avoid dead end signs; no one wanted to look out their window and see a dead end. A number of storefront businesses had shut down. Wayoata was too far northeast to have benefited from the state’s Bakken oil boom, and so, like at prom, where one side of the gym was full of ugly girls who wouldn’t put out, all the able-bodied men migrated to the other side, where the getting was good. Faded purple ribbons hung from trees and streetlamps like half-opened gifts.


* * *


I went directly to Lucas’s apartment and leaned on the buzzer for what seemed like hours. Buzzed the caretaker—no answer there either. The building was built in the early seventies before the farm crisis, when Wayoata was at its peak. Even the name, “The Terrace,” in curlicue font over the front entrance, was hopeful for eight stories of plain beige brick. A high-rise by Wayoata standards. A permanent SUITES AVAILABLE sign was bolted to



the brick beside the glass doors. I walked over to the parking lot and looked for Lucas’s truck, but the parking spot was empty.


* * *


I got back into the car and made the heavyhearted drive to the police station. There was only one. I pictured my brother there, clad in an orange jumpsuit, pleading his innocence through prison bars while a self-satisfied Pruden, his legs up on his desk, wiped squirts of jelly donut off his chin. We’d figure it out. Hire a lawyer. Make bail. Sue the Wayoata police for unlawful imprisonment. On the way out, Lucas would say, Well, that was a bit of a Sticky Ricky.


Sticky Ricky. Hadn’t thought about that for years. Mimi had a boyfriend for a while she called Ricky instead of Rick, like he was some sort of ostentatious pool boy because he was three years younger than her. I was fourteen, doing the dishes when Ricky started to grind up against me. Lucas saw, and without saying a word, he grabbed his hockey stick and whacked Ricky in the small of his back, hard. That’s the kind of brother Lucas was. Ricky ditched Mimi, told her he didn’t need the bullshit kids she came with. Along the way, this incident got abbreviated to Sticky Ricky and became a long-running inside joke that we applied to assholes and awkward life situations for the remainder of our teen years. What a giant fucking Sticky Ricky.


I didn’t know why I was thinking about this, other than somehow trying to deflate what I read in the newspaper, deflate the fact that I was even here in Wayoata and that my brother wasn’t answering the door.


* * *


The station had undergone a serious renovation since I’d last been there. Gone was the mix of wood paneling and forest-green walls that had given it the feel of some backwoods hunting lodge. Now it was open concept and off-white. The front desk had the arc of a hotel check-in desk, two flat screens shared warnings on speeding, texting while driving, and the perils of the zebra mussel.


The receptionist jumped up when I asked for information on Lucas Haas. She gave me a stunned look, her lips curled up, buckteeth on full display before leading me to a door with a plastic plaque that read INTERVIEW ROOM #1 (though there was no second interview room down this, the only hallway). “Chief Pruden will be right with you,” she said with a librarian’s whisper.


I sat down in a molded plastic chair. A second passed, and Pruden opened the door. He was followed by a younger officer with a brown crew cut, clean-shaven. Blue eyes and cleft chin. Milk-fed. Wholesome. He looked like a trainee. If he was about to introduce himself, he didn’t get to, because Pruden sat down and just started talking.


“Miss Haas. Or is it Mrs. something now?” Pruden asked. It was considered bad etiquette in Wayoata to get a woman’s marital status wrong. I’d known Pruden most of my life. He’d “escort” Mimi home from time to time, for whatever reason, usually because some Good Samaritan had called to report that a drunk woman was about to drive or was already driving. Sometimes he’d attempt some kind of cringeworthy humor at



the door to ease the situation—“Your mom’s a bit of a troublemaker, kids”—but we knew better. Mimi had to have something on offer for Pruden to let her DUIs slide by.


Mostly he’d stand there a minute, red-cheeked, as Mimi blathered away, before giving us an embarrassed nod good-bye. I wondered how many times this man’s cock has been in my mother’s mouth.


* * *


“It’s Miss,” I answered. My voice sounded funny. Tinny and fake. Pruden awkwardly extended a damp hand. He smelled faintly of the outdoors and mosquito repellent. He was well past sixty with fluffy silver hair and a meaty nose. His light blue button-down was wrinkled, and a paternal paunch gathered over his leather belt. You could easily picture him spending his Sundays parked in a recliner, muttering angrily at the television while his mousy wife flitted about, handing him beers and pleading with him to take his heart medication. He probably should have retired a year or two ago.


“Thanks for coming in.” Pruden said this, all casual, like he hadn’t been hanging the specifics of my missing brother over my head, like the Internet had yet to be invented. “I really wish we were meeting under different circumstances. Can I get you some water? Coffee?”


Pruden’s hospitability was making me edgy. “No thanks. I just want to know what’s going on. Why is my brother being associated with this . . .” I couldn’t bring myself to say murder. “Of being involved with this girl?”


“Joanna Wilkes. Her name is Joanna Wilkes.” Pruden’s voice tipped toward moral outrage, as if I was trying to dehumanize the murder victim by not saying her name (which I was, but only because my brother had been declared a person of interest).


“Joanna Wilkes,” I repeated, looking him in the eye. “Have you found my brother?”


“So you know about Joanna Wilkes, then? What did your brother tell you about her?” Pruden answered, sounding nice and encouraging, like he was trying to coax out a victim impact statement.


“Lucas didn’t tell me anything. I read about it online. Why is this happening? Why would the Wayoata Sun call my brother a person of interest?”


Pruden let out a heavy sigh, like he’d been holding his breath. “OK, let’s just take a step back for a second. First things first. Can you tell us about the call you received from your brother at 10:17 A.M. this past Friday?”


I had no idea what he was talking about. “What call?”


“The call lasted thirty-two seconds. On Friday,” the trainee added.


“Oh, that.” I remembered now. Lucas had called me Friday morning, but it was just a pocket dial. A bunch of rustling, some breathing. Not good that they already had my brother’s phone records. “We didn’t actually talk. He just called me by accident.”


“Huh.” Pruden looked at the trainee, then back at me, skeptical. “Why didn’t you just hang up, then?”


“I did.”


“After thirty-two seconds. A lot can be said in that time.” The room was getting small. Hostile. So this explained Pruden’s



reticence on the phone. He’d wanted to ambush me when I got here. Catch me off guard so I’d panic and spill whatever supposed escape plan Lucas had revealed to me in thirty-two seconds.


“Look, I’m here because I want to know where my brother is. I want to know what’s going on. You’re telling me my brother’s missing, but you’re interrogating me over a pocket dial?”


For the first time, it occurred to me that if there was some crazed killer on the loose, something bad could have happened to Lucas too. Maybe he’d come across his student in the middle of being murdered, tried to intervene . . . left something behind that made him the person of interest, and really he was . . . I couldn’t even think it. That didn’t make sense anyway, because this girl had been murdered three weeks ago and Lucas had just called me on Friday. Still, I was scared. I’d been scared since I left Chicago.


“You don’t know where my brother is, do you? Where is my brother? How do I know if he’s OK? I need to see him.” I felt an urge to grab on to Pruden like I was suddenly drowning. Pruden’s lips went thin.


“Like I said, we don’t know where your brother is. We don’t believe Lucas is in Wayoata. On Friday, we asked him to come in for an interview on Monday. He didn’t show. It looks like he left in a hurry. His phone, clothes, and wallet were at his apartment, but his ATM card is missing.” I strained to catch up to what he was telling me, to find a good reason why Lucas would skip out on a police interview and leave with only a bank card. Pruden leaned in even closer to ensure eye contact. “On Friday he called you.”


My chin dropped toward my chest, my shoulders went so tight it hurt to cross my arms. I was bundling myself in, taking



on some form of a seated fetal position, my frantic anger shifting to defense mode. I shook my head. It was almost involuntary, how much I was shaking my head no, like a Parkinson’s tremor. I looked like I was a step away from plugging my ears and going Lalala, I can’t hear you. “Well, maybe with all of these insane accusations swarming around him, he needed a break.” I tried countering, feeling flush with desperation. My tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth. “Maybe he just went for a drive to clear his head before facing all of this bullshit head-on.”


Yes. Perfectly reasonable. Just drive away until everyone in this town returned to their senses. But was it reasonable to take a road trip when everyone thought you were guilty? Even Lucas, who didn’t always think things through, had to have considered it would look like he was fleeing.


“He needed a break? That’s it? Huh. Guess I’d need a break too in his circumstance.” Pruden gave a false chuckle, his lips sputtering on air.


“I didn’t mean it to sound like that—”


Pruden cut me off. “Anyway, no, he didn’t go for a drive. His truck was vandalized in the school parking lot a few days ago, someone even set the engine on fire. It’s now sitting in a junkyard. So no, he didn’t take his truck on any vacation.”


“Who would’ve done that?” I asked this with an almost comical measure of outrage, all things considered. Like a vandalized truck was the most barbaric thing I’d heard so far, but the thought that everyone had turned against my brother was taking hold, and my sisterly protectiveness had kicked in. Everyone in Wayoata loved Lucas. It was just the way it was.



Even his students called him Haas, no Mr. required.


Pruden gave me a weak smile, leaned his chin on his cocked fist. “To narrow the search, I’d likely have to start with who wouldn’t have done it. But right now, we’re focused on actual urgent matters. Now, Miss Haas, I’m going to be asking the questions for a little while, OK? Then you can ask yours.” He paused to make sure I was following. “Aside from this pocket dial”—the way he said it, he might as well have used finger quotations around “pocket dial”—“has Lucas been in touch with you? E-mail, text from another number, a call, in the last seventy-two hours?”


“No.”


“So, when was the last time you were in contact with him?” He dropped his hand from his chin, a let’s-get-down-to-business gesture.


“He called a couple of weeks ago, but didn’t leave a message. I tried calling him back, but it was during the day and he was probably teaching, so I didn’t get ahold of him.” Maybe he hadn’t been teaching. Maybe he’d looked at my name flash on his screen and pressed Ignore. “I’ve been on the night shift at my pharmacy. We’ve been working opposite hours, so it’s been difficult to get in touch. To actually talk.”


“Yep, I get it,” the trainee piped up. “People are so busy nowadays, it’s hard to stay connected.” He was nodding with so much false enthusiasm that I got the feeling he was playing good cop to Pruden’s bluster. “So you really haven’t talked much lately?”


“No. We’ve just missed each other over the last little while.”


“All right. Moving on,” Pruden grumbled. “Could you write out a list of people that Lucas might’ve contacted if he were



trying to lay low?” He pushed a pen and pad of paper toward me.


I ignored it.


“I mean, is there anyone you’re aware of that your brother might go to if he was in trouble? A family member?” Pruden pushed the pad of paper closer. “A good friend? Someone who would help him out.”


“No, there isn’t.” Did he really think I was going to start listing names while he cruelly played coy? Was this some kind of test—if I didn’t list names, I was helping Lucas get away?


“Can you just tell me why exactly my brother is a person of interest in this? Please? I’m worried sick right now, and I want to know where he is. What have you been doing to find him?”


Pruden bristled. This was not a man who liked to be questioned. “This police department has been doing everything it can, Miss Haas. We have alerts out at every bus station, airport, and border crossing. We’re knocking on doors and talking to everyone in this town. We want to know where your brother is too. He’s in a lot of trouble, and I think you know that. By helping us, you’re helping him.”


“Listen, whatever you think he’s done, it isn’t true. This is a mistake.”


“Did Lucas ever mention Joanna Wilkes to you?”


“You’ve asked me that already. No. I’d never heard of her before today.” Pruden rested back into his chair.


“Huh, I find that interesting. Since you’ve been reading the papers, then I guess you know that Joanna was a student of Mr. Haas’s. She was only sixteen.” He kept looking at me, expecting a reaction. I had none. “She’d been missing since the end of May.



Her body was found Monday morning in Dickson Park. She was murdered. Bludgeoned with a rock and strangled with her own fashion scarf.” Pruden said “fashion scarf” delicately, like it was something normally bought in the feminine hygiene aisle. “You should know, as a prior Wayoatan, that we don’t get a lot of murders around here. You’d think Lucas would have brought it up with you. That one of his students had gone missing.”


“And you think my brother was involved with her murder. But why? What evidence do you even have? He would never hurt one of his students.” Lucas always spoke about his students with animated interest. He really did care that they did well.


“Was Lucas seeing anyone lately? Did he have a girlfriend that he talked about?”


I had to fight the rage jetting up inside of me. I didn’t want to answer any more questions. I wanted to leave, I wanted them searching for my brother so he could straighten this all out. “I get why you’re asking me that, but seriously?” I let out an angry laugh that bounced hard off the wall and died fast. My teeth re-clenched. “If my brother is missing, it isn’t because he ran away. It isn’t because he was involved with this student. The only reason why my brother would be gone, is because someone wants him gone. He could be hurt. You need to be out looking for him, not wasting your time with me, asking me about his dating life like there’s a clue there.”


Pruden sniffed, played up his restored calmness. “Please just answer the question. It’s in your brother’s best interest.”


“You’re not listening to me. Maybe Lucas knows something, maybe he knows who did this” My voice was tipping too far toward hopefulness for my own good. I sounded like I was



trying to convince them of the existence of unicorns.


“And you’re not listening to me. Answer the question,” Pruden snapped back.


I raised my hands, a you-gotta-be-kidding-me gesture. “Fine. Fine. No. Not lately. He wasn’t seeing anyone serious, as far as I know.” He was never seeing anyone serious. Lucas and I were inherently disabled when it came to forming long-term relationships.


“Did he confide in you at all about his work? Does he like being a teacher?”


“He does.” He coached hockey and played things like Pictionary in the English classes he taught. What was not to like?


“What else can you tell me about your brother’s lifestyle?”


“Lifestyle” was a bad word in Wayoata. It stood for all kinds of deviancy. Lifestyle was short skirts and promiscuity that made the rape victim partly culpable. What did they think I was going to tell them? That Lucas liked to choke his sexual partners with fashion scarves? This wasn’t happening. I was in the middle of a sweaty, hypervivid nightmare. My stomach lurched. Another nervous guffaw rolled up my throat.


“You can’t be serious?” I swallowed audibly.


“You have a real strange sense of humor. I doubt many people would find a dead teenage girl funny.” His eyes narrowed. The air went out of the room. “You keep asking me if this serious? Your brother is a person of interest. You know what that means? We’ll probably have an arrest warrant ready for him within the week, and when we find him—and we will find him—he’ll pay for what he’s done. This, missy, is very serious business.”


“What proof do you have?” My face was getting hot, my



mouth tasted like acid. I promised myself that whatever Pruden said next, I wouldn’t believe him. I would refuse to think for one second that this wasn’t just some big misunderstanding; my twin would show up an hour from now and explain it all away.


“Unfortunately I can’t discuss an open investigation with you in any detail.” I let out an exasperated burst of air that Pruden continued to talk over. “What I can tell you is that there is evidence that Lucas was romantically involved with Joanna. We needed to talk to him, he knew that we needed to talk to him, and now, when we find Joanna’s body, he’s suddenly gone.”


“Lucas wasn’t involved with his student. He wouldn’t. You don’t know what you’re talking about. Lucas would never kill anyone.” Lucas hated the sight of blood. He’d come out of the bathroom, chalk-faced and in full swoon, if he saw a bloated tampon that didn’t flush. Even on the ice, if a fight produced the slightest spritz of blood, my brother skated in the other direction. People called him a finesse player, but really I knew, it was his aversion to blood that made him avoid the mindless, glove-dropping fights. He’d be too squeamish to bludgeon.


“You would know if your brother murdered someone? That’s what you’re saying? You think Lucas would just call you up and tell you? Is that what he did in that thirty-two second call? Cause if that’s what you’re saying—”


“No, I’m not saying anything like that.”


“Well, then. Me, I think it’s far more revealing that he didn’t say anything to you at all. Joanna Wilkes was missing for over three weeks. One of his students. He was put on an administrative leave last week, and he didn’t tell you about that either, did he? He



didn’t call you up and say, ‘I’ve been put on a leave because I’m suspected of having sexual relations with one of my students’? No, he didn’t.”


I couldn’t take a breath. Pruden had a point. My tongue was stuck to the edge of my teeth; my heart flapped in my chest. The clock on the wall was ticking fast and loud, urgent as a time bomb. I made my face go rigid. Poker-faced. I couldn’t let Pruden see me rattled. “This is fucking ridiculous. Maybe I should get a lawyer.” I said this with much more gumption than I felt.


Pruden grunted. “You can do whatever you want, Miss Haas, but right there, you wanting a lawyer makes me think you might have some reservations about your brother’s innocence.”


“You’re wrong. You have the wrong person.” I knew how these things worked. The police got an idea of how something happened; they set their sights on something and stopped looking anywhere else. At anyone else. I knew this firsthand, and while this had worked out for me once, it was like some karmic debt had come due, only Lucas was the one paying it out instead of me.


Pruden folded his arms and looked at me like he was a human lie detector test. He let out a sniffle of a laugh and cocked his head in a taunting way. “It’s pretty telling that he’s not here.”


“He didn’t do this.” There was no way. The earth was round, and the sky was blue, and my twin wasn’t a murderer. These were fundamental truths.


“It’s also telling, in my opinion, that your brother did not partake in any of Joanna’s search parties when all the other able-bodied teachers at Westfield did. What do you make of that? I think maybe it was because he already knew she was dead.”


I didn’t answer. Just kept shaking my head no. Blood rushed to my ears.


Pruden sighed, handed me a folded piece of paper and his card. “It is imperative you call us immediately if Lucas contacts you. This is a criminal investigation.” He stood and left. The pneumatic door made a gentle whoosh behind him.


I unfolded the paper. It was the missing poster for Joanna Wilkes. Same yearbook photo that was in the newspaper. Homecoming-queen pretty, she stared out from her mane of ginger-red spiral curls that cascaded over each shoulder, two dimples, her mouth fixed into a wide, bright smile.


“Would you like some water?” the younger officer asked. I’d practically forgotten he was there. I really couldn’t stop shaking my head. I needed something to calm down. He took this as a no to his offer and made a quiet exit. Whoosh.


I turned the missing poster over on the table. I felt like I was in a trance.


Several minutes passed before I could stand up.


* * *


Outside the station it was hot and windy. Parking lot dust gathered in angry little funnels. I’d forgotten how windy it was there. Focused on my jelly legs, I put one foot in front of the other. I just needed to make it to the car. Getting inside the car, feeling hermetically sealed off from the station, would let me think.


“Mia?” The younger officer had followed me into the parking lot. I ignored him. Unless he was about to tell me that he’d just tracked Lucas down and everything had been cleared up, then I



had nothing more to say. Leave me alone, leave me alone. I just wanted to get inside the shitty car and think. Process. I wanted to go back to Lucas’s apartment and find him strolling down the front steps on his way to the police station.


I tried to unlock the car using the keyless remote but accidentally set off the alarm. Of course. The trainee was suddenly next to me. The car bleated. “A rental,” I explained. I pushed Lock, Unlock, the red button, repeated the sequence. Hands shaking, I couldn’t do it, I couldn’t even turn off the alarm. I cursed, hot tears leaked from my eyes and ran down my cheeks. I fumbled the keys, picked them up. Tried again to turn off the earsplitting alarm.


“Here, let me.” The officer took the keys from my hands, a careful extraction, pressed something, and the car went silent.


I gained some composure and muttered, “Thanks.”


He opened the driver’s door, leaned in, and handed me a tissue from the complimentary box of Kleenex that came with the car. “You don’t remember me, do you? It’s Garrett. Garrett Burke.” The moment he said his name, I immediately recognized him.


“Skinny G?” I knew Skinny G very well; he’d been in the grade below me. We were both the only lasting members of computer club in middle school, where we spent lunch hours mastering The Oregon Trail and splitting bags of Doritos, hard-core breaking the no-food-or-drink policy. We shared one Cool Ranch–infused kiss in the stairwell before I moved up to high school. I hadn’t thought about him in years.


“No one calls me that anymore.” He squinted into the sun. He still had the same mouth, lips that looked like they were always leaning toward a smile.


“What are you doing here?” It was a stupid question. I didn’t know why I was so surprised that the other officer had to be a middle school crush. The past was crammed down your throat everywhere you turned here; you could never escape it.


“I work here.” With a gentle lift of an eyebrow, he nodded in the direction of the station. “Look, I’m sorry about Pruden in there. He was coming at you pretty hard. It was insensitive.”


I made a pfffsh sound. “Like you were doing anything to stop him.”


“Well, he is the police chief.” He gave me a palms-up shrug. “He’s a little old school, I know, but, Mia, I’m working this case too, so if you need anything, have any questions, or just want someone to talk to other than Pruden, you can give me a shout. Anytime. I mean that.” He wrote down his number on the box of Kleenex.


“I do have a question.”


Garrett nodded, his posture hunched, and I flashed to when we were equal heights.


“Can I go there? Is Lucas’s apartment free to go into?” I had to go back there, get inside and see it. See that he was there. See that he wasn’t there. I kept picturing yellow police tape and some part-time cop sky-high on self-importance gleefully pushing me out.


“We finished up there last night. So yes, you can go there.”


I nodded, took back my Kleenex box, and drove off.
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Back at Lucas’s apartment, I buzzed the caretaker again and again. No answer. I stood there, waited for someone to come out or go in, but no one did. I walked around to the back door, passed the dingy-looking pool enclosed by a chain-link fence. Two boys, in clear defiance of the no-horseplay rule, were hitting each other with Styrofoam noodles as their mother yelled at them from one of the plastic patio chairs to stop. A girl, early teens, was the only one in the pool. She floated on an air mattress, perky breasts pointed skyward, her blond hair splayed around her head in waves, wearing a white bikini and oversized sunglasses. She lifted up the strap of her bikini bottoms to check her tan. A man old enough to know better, definitely in his thirties, with a substantial enough chin-puff that I could see it from there, shamelessly leered from his balcony. The boys stopped running to peek. Their mother yelled at them again. The girl smiled.


Through the glass door I could see a woman vacuuming a grimy paisley carpet peppered with cigarette burns. I knocked, loud. She didn’t hear. I kept knocking, but it wasn’t until she turned around to suction up something next to the staircase that she noticed me, turned off the vacuum, pulled one earbud out, and opened the door.


“I’m looking for the caretaker?”


“My dad’s not in right now.” Music pulsed just above one of her heavy breasts. Her dad. I could see now that she was one of those unfortunate girls who looked middle-aged until seen close up. She was exceptionally tall, almost six feet, with broad rounded shoulders and a very bad Blondissima dye job that was almost blue, making her dark inky eyebrows pop like a punch line.


“I need to get into my . . . into Lucas Haas’s apartment. I’m his sister, Mia Haas.”


She flicked her T-shirt, sticky with sweat, and jutted her chin out at me. “You got ID?”


“I do.” I pulled my driver’s license from my wallet. She stared at it with the intense scrutiny of a traffic cop before handing it back. “I’ll get the key.”


“Thanks.” I followed her down the hallway to a door with a plate that read PROPERTY MANAGER.


As she opened the door to the caretaker suite, I caught a whiff of stale cigarette smoke and saw the caretaker sprawled on the couch, shirtless, his belly large enough to block his face. An empty six-pack of tall boys was scattered over the coffee table. I looked away. The door closed.


I stood there for what seemed far too long just to get a key. I overheard the girl trying to wake her dad. Then she was back. I expected the key, but instead she said she had to open his place up. “Policy. Only the leasing agency can give you a key.”


“That’s fine.”


The ring of keys jingled as she led me to the elevator and pushed the Up button several times in quick succession, as if an elevator’s speed was based on some equation dependent on button presses. It took a couple of uneasy minutes to arrive; stairs would have been much faster. The doors opened to an abandoned dolly. She rolled the dolly out and pushed it into the lobby, where it came to a slow stop in front of the floor-to-ceiling marbled mirrors. Once on the elevator, she pressed 4 three times. She looked over at me, then away quick as peekaboo, her low voice shy and quiet. “I’m Bailey, by the way.” I couldn’t tell how old she was. Eighteen? At least eighteen.


The elevator was painfully slow. “Thanks, Bailey, for getting the key.”


She nodded. “No problem. Mr. Haas was my English teacher. I’m in grade nine.”


Never would have guessed fourteen or fifteen years old, but now I was interested. “He is?” I emphasized the present tense.


“I hate the sub we have now. I really miss Mr. Haas. He was hilarious.” She snorted, as if at the onslaught of fond memories his name conjured up.


It wasn’t exactly the reaction of a pupil who was worried her teacher was a murderer. “I’m sure he’ll be back teaching your class soon.”


She turned and looked at me with a doubtful expression. “You really think so?”


“Of course. Yeah.” The doors opened slowly, and I squeezed through them at first chance. Suddenly, I wanted to get away from her, from any student of Lucas’s. “I’m glad to hear my brother is so well-liked by his students.”


“Yeah, totally. Once he had a rule that anyone who was late because they were buying a coffee had to buy him one too. It was just really funny—once he had, like, four coffees on his desk.”


There was one Starbucks in the Target near the school. It had opened after I left, but I could imagine the girls at Westfield running around feeling so metro with low-foam triple grande skinny hazelnut macchiatos, the white and green accessory of their celebrity idols.


“That’s funny. Sounds like Lucas.” It didn’t sound like him at all. Lucas didn’t even like coffee.


“Yeah, he was, like, all jittery for the rest of the day.” She did a quick, jerky body roll like she was being electrocuted to demonstrate. The shyness was slipping, and her voice was suddenly too loud, too cheerful; it was jarring. She was about to say something else, some other anecdote, and I couldn’t bear to listen to it, so I complimented her bracelet. Bailey nodded, as if the compliment had been expected, and looked down at the chevron twiney bracelet tied snug around her wrist. Friendship bracelets must be so retro now; they were retro when I was fourteen.


She slipped the key into apartment 44, and I sucked in a hopeful breath that Lucas would come lumbering toward the door, looking like he’d just woken up from an epic five-day nap,



wanting to know who the hell was coming in uninvited.


Bailey pushed the door open. “So where is Mr. Haas, anyway? I haven’t seen him around.”


I ignored her question. Thanked her again for letting me in and went around her as she stood with her back to the door to hold it open.


Of course he wasn’t there. Blinds drawn, the apartment had the lonely, silent feeling of a sealed tomb. The first thing I noticed was the smell, the rotten stench of something decaying. The living room was full of cardboard pizza boxes and unwashed glasses with amber adhered to the bottom. A mostly empty bottle of Canadian whisky sat in the middle of the table. Fingerprint dust was everywhere, on every light switch, the doorknobs, the glasses on the table.


The furniture—what I could see of it, his clothes were all over the place—was all bachelor pad. An overstuffed leather couch and a ratty-looking brown recliner with a well-stocked IKEA liquor cart wheeled up next to it. Such variety within arm’s reach. A flat screen on a stand, thrift-store brass and smoky glass coffee table. A faux cowhide in the middle of the room like a cow had dropped and spattered. A poster with different brands of beer.


Lucas had always been a slob, even as an adult, but then he’d never had to pick up after himself. Our mother’s fault. She made his bed right through high school, lovingly drawing the sheets, plumping up his pillow. She was obsessive about it, so he never learned to do it. It would not occur to him that whatever spill or mess he was responsible for wouldn’t just disappear on its own after he left the room. But this was beyond that. This place was a



total disaster. I could see him sitting there on the couch slowly getting drunk as the sun crept across the sky behind tightly drawn curtains. Shut out from his job, coaching, from his longstanding status as the good guy.


A loud sniff. Bailey was still there, poking her head inside, her ankle anchoring the door, her face scrunched with curiosity like she was finally getting a good peek into the teachers’ staff room.


I shooed her out and bolted the door.


* * *


I opened the front closet door first. From wire hangers dangled Lucas’s leather jackets, a Michelin-man parka, a few Windbreakers with the Bulldogs sports logo on the back and the chest and COACH written on the arm. Found an extra set of keys hanging on a nail. Here too was his sneaker collection, a lingering phase from his early twenties and the only thing he kept tidy. There were about nine pairs of pristine sneakers, carefully arranged on two wire shelves. Still in the box on the top shelf were his most prized “kicks,” flashy red LeBrons. He’d bought them for a ludicrous amount of money when he lived with me in Chicago, off a very sketchy guy he found on the Internet.


Aren’t you going to try them on at least? I had asked in the cab afterward.


Are you kidding? You can’t wear these! He clutched the box, opened it, and looked in at those bright cherry-red high-tops like he was glaring into a SAD light box.


I pulled the box out. It was empty. So what? He finally donned them for his fast getaway?


Back in the living room, I flicked open one of the pizza boxes and saw crusts peppered with mold gathered on wax paper that had turned to a plasmic consistency. In a corner of the room was a stack of Mimi’s water paintings. Mainly setting suns, loons on lakes, and swirly flowers on cheap canvas. I could imagine Lucas’s face each time our mother gave him a new one, his locked-jaw grimace followed by a thank-you through clenched teeth. There was one, though, he had made a point to hang. The painting was of a sunset. A pink-yellow sun disappearing behind the trees across a greenish body of water. What made this one special enough to hang, I couldn’t tell.


The kitchen was a small alcove with a stubby breakfast bar. His school bag was on top of the counter. An old leather satchel of the kind associated with college professors with patches sewn on their elbows. It looked like the police had already rummaged through it. There were several granola bar wrappers, his keys, and a red folder with “Late” written in permanent marker on the front. The file had a few unmarked essays on The Great Gatsby. His school planner was also there; I flipped through it. A blur of reminders for hockey practice and assignment due dates. A phone number, with the name Tom next to it.


At the back of the planner, on a few blank pages, were a series of numbers written like he was trying to work out some elaborate math problem. I wondered if he’d started gambling again. For a while, after college, Lucas got into sports betting. I’d had to lend him money a few times, to help him pay off losses. He was guarded about the amounts he lost. He swore off it after that, psychoanalyzed himself, said something like maybe he was just



living vicariously and the gambling rush was as close as he was going to get again to the rush on the ice. He’d ended up paying me back only half of what he owed me, but a few years had passed, and I’d sort of written it off, unless we were having some kind of disagreement—then I’d bring it up. I kind of liked that I had that to hang over him.


In the corner, next to Lucas’s geometric doodling (always a bunch of stacked squares like a perfect game of Tetris) something was written and partially scratched out. I could only make out the first part, “Gent.” Did the rest spell “gentleman”? Was that what he was trying to be, with whom? I looked back at the numbers, wondered again if he was in debt. A gentleman always pays his debts?


I called the number, got a voice mail that simply stated I had reached Tom. I left an awkward message explaining that I was Lucas’s sister and I had come across his number and wanted to talk.


* * *


On Lucas’s fridge door was a clipped stack of bills, minimum payments up to date, and a picture of us at Christmas. My mother’s arm was draped around both our necks, pulling Lucas in a little tighter than me. Lucas and my mother were smiling, and I looked like I usually do in childhood photos, gazing slightly off to one side as if constantly devising an exit plan.


Behind us was a Christmas tree. I could not think of what would have made this Christmas memorable enough for Lucas to put it on his fridge. There was probably some joke that went with it, something that Mimi bought us that was so off base it ended up



being hilarious, like the year she bought a pair of goldfish that were floating belly-up by Christmas morning or the bottle of hair mousse, wrapped up candy-wrapper style, for Lucas when his head was shaved.


Lucas was already showing signs of how annoyingly good-looking he was going to be. He took after Mimi. Blond, startling blue eyes, and movie-star bone structure. He inherited her supposed Scandinavian ancestry, so much that Lucas only ever needed a giant Styrofoam hammer to go as Thor on Halloween. We had to take her word on that one, since there was no one else to ask. I had no idea where I got my dark hair.


As an adult, I’d actually witnessed women going slack-jawed over him, like, unable to speak for a few seconds as they took him in. I wished I could say I had the female version of my brother’s face, but I didn’t. For twins, we didn’t look much alike at all. Lucas was still GQ prettier than me. I was dark and broody. My eyes a steely gray. Not plain. Maybe even striking at times. But a face you had to look at a bit longer to see its appeal. The one thing we shared was tough skin. Mimi had to stay out of the sun, or else she would burn up, her chest a freckly mess of peeling skin, her shoulders scorching hot, while Lucas and I turned golden brown, sun-kissed.


Suddenly a loud, ugly belching noise shot through the apartment and made my bones jump. The Polaroid fluttered from my hand and landed on the kitchen floor. There was an old-school Mirtone wall intercom, the shade of nicotine, across from the front closet. Someone was there. I pressed the Talk button. “Hello? Hello?” Thrust my finger on Listen. Waited for



someone to speak, but all I could hear was whistly white noise.


I sprinted out of the apartment, didn’t even consider the sluggish elevator, and ran down the stairs. Skipping every second step while hanging hard on to the copper-smelling, chipped-paint railing. Beelined across the lobby and into the front vestibule. No one was there. I stepped farther out, keeping my hand on the door because I’d forgotten the keys. Wanting so desperately to see my brother strolling across the parking lot. Instead there was just a plastic bag skittering around like tumbleweed. Downtrodden, I made my way back upstairs. Feeling victim to the intercom equivalent of knock-knock ginger. Probably the wrong number.


* * *


Back inside, I picked up the photo and slid it back under the palm tree magnet. Opened my brother’s fridge. It was nearly empty. A carton of eggs, the usual condiments, and three cans of beer still yoked by the plastic rings, a small pile of six-pack rings next to it. I took one of the cans, opened it, took long swallows, then pressed it to my cheek and wandered down the hallway.


The bathroom light was on. The door half closed. I wanted to hear a shower running, an electric razor buzzing, but nothing. I pushed the door open. There was his toothbrush, fully pasted and ready to go, sitting on the side of the sink. It was like he was standing over the sink, looking into the mirror, about to brush his teeth when he decided, fuck it, and walked out on his life. But that didn’t make sense. Wouldn’t he at least brush his teeth before becoming a fugitive on the run? Wouldn’t he take his



toothbrush with him? Or his expensive electric razor so he could maintain his neatly edged two-day beard and the look of a European soccer player? Or his hair gel or his cologne? Lucas was vain; he would still want to look good.


Even if, and I couldn’t believe he’d risk such a very public fall from grace, but even if he were to have become sexually involved with one of his students who, just through sheer bad luck, happened to be murdered, he would stay and fight the charges. He wouldn’t be able to stand that people thought he did it. His need to be known as a good guy was almost pathological. We were the approval-seeking by-products of our histrionic alcoholic mother; we just went about it differently. I cared less about being likable than being considered impressive, whereas Lucas really wanted to be liked, the guy everyone wanted around, and that was who he’d always been.


Unless.


Unless he’s dead too. I wasn’t just posturing for Pruden. This was a real fear. Some yahoo, maybe the same yahoo who lit his truck on fire, went after him. The kind of red-necked guy who’d want bragging rights at every bar that he took care of that sicko teacher preying on teenage girls. I could come up with half a dozen names right now, on the spot. Guys who’d at least claim that if they were alone in a room with Haas they’d cut his dick off, but not necessarily go through with it. Guys who’d trash his truck, go after him online, but only grumble something under their breath to him in person.


I couldn’t think this. It was too hard. If some vigilante spent the last few days bragging about giving Lucas the beating of his



life (that ended his life), wouldn’t Pruden have heard about it by now? I wouldn’t put it past Pruden to cover it up, but would he really keep up with a bogus hunt for Lucas? Would he have even called me here?


Fuck. Stop.


Lucas called me Friday. Pocket dial or not, he called me and that meant he was alive. I knew this was some loose reasoning, but what else could I do? Thinking my brother was dead was last-resort thinking.


I went into his bedroom. Again it was a mess, but I knew there was a method to his madness. The last time we lived together was only five years ago. Lucas came to stay with me with big plans to live in Chicago. He was dabbling in acting and modeling. It was his first attempt at something after accepting he was not going to be a professional hockey player. After the initial excitement of getting some extra work playing a firefighter on a soapy TV drama wore off, he mostly loitered around my tiny apartment between sporadic shifts as a waiter, charming my off-limits roommates, watching Sports Center, and eating cereal from a mixing bowl. With no real direction, he claimed to be having a serious quarter-life crisis while I’d just finished my pharmacy degree and was leafing through MBA programs at different Ivy Leagues. I had dazzling visions of myself in a top hat and tails, twirling a gratuitous walking stick as I climbed the pharma corporate ladder. I’d have nicknames like Conglomerate or Power house or just Moneybags.


Then, just like that, Lucas decided to move back to Wayoata and get a teaching certificate.


I pressured him to stay, pointed out he had given the whole acting thing only eight months, and even if he decided to do something different with his life, there were more and better opportunities in Chicago, but I couldn’t convince him. He invoked our mother as an excuse to run home, tail firmly between legs. She’s all alone. No one goes to visit her most of the year.


There was nothing I could say to that, even if we both knew he was bullshitting. He hadn’t been that worried about Mimi before things got a little hard and aimless, so I backed off, thinking he’d quickly get bored in Wayoata anyway. Obviously, that didn’t happen.


I opened drawers, came across a leather glove at the back of his sock drawer that I guessed was the one from Mimi’s car. The sight of it gave way to the skin-crawly seasickness I always got when I thought of Mimi, her “accident.” I slammed the drawer shut. Sunk down, hugged my knees. I couldn’t decide why he would have kept it all these years. I took a few nausea-battling breaths, then reminded myself it wouldn’t be the first time we were on the receiving end of the Wayoata police department’s incompetence.


We were seventeen when our mother had her car accident. Her injuries were severe (her sodden brain hit the inside of her skull like wet toilet paper on ceiling tiles, splot). But when Lucas and I were given the go-ahead to clean out her beige-gold LeSabre (Lucas insisted we do this ourselves, like it was some kind of pseudo funeral rite), he noticed that our mother’s change was still stacked in its holder, her sunglasses still clipped to the visor. The dent on the front of the bumper where she’d smacked into a tree was underwhelming. There was even a man’s leather



glove. Just one. It didn’t add up. At least not in Lucas’s opinion. I knew better. I’d tried to point out Mimi’s car was a total sty and it wasn’t really that odd that we’d find a stray glove under the heap of store receipts, flattened cigarette packets, torn panty hose, stubby lipsticks. Lucas wanted to pursue it anyway. He was fixated on the glove.


Reluctantly, heart pounding in my chest, I had gone along with him to urge the police to investigate what he thought might be a staged accident, but luckily, Pruden was no Marge Gunderson. Before Lucas could even finish what he’d been referring to as his opening argument, before he could wave the black glove around, Chief Pruden cut him off. “The roads were icy. Your mother was drunk and wasn’t wearing a seat belt. Let’s not pretend she didn’t ever drive in that sort of condition. Just be happy she hit a tree and didn’t kill some nice family.”


Case closed.


Except, during those months before leaving for college, if we saw Pruden around town, my brother would eye him up and down. Make menacing but harmless gestures, like rubbing his middle finger on the bridge of his nose or, once, the pow of a finger gun. He’d tell anyone who’d listen that Pruden was an incompetent asshole. He was seventeen and angry and felt he’d been ignored. Now I couldn’t help but won der if Pruden hadn’t held a grudge and was taking plea sure in pinning something on my brother.


I stood up again, opened his closet, and looked for an empty space from which a suitcase had been taken, where he’d packed his spare toothbrush and spare razor. Nothing was missing but Lucas.


And his ATM card. The reminder was a gut-punch. He could technically just buy it all, toothbrush, T-shirt, jeans. He could empty his account in one fell swoop after crossing the Canadian border and then really disappear. He would go to Canada, wouldn’t he? I mean it’s right there. Only if he was guilty, but he wasn’t.


I sunk down into his bed. What the fuck was happening? I was reeling. I truly understood what it meant to reel now. I felt cold and feverish. The dim ceiling light pulsed. I rolled over and cried into the pillow that still smelled like my brother’s hair gel.









3


DAY 2


THURSDAY


I woke up after a chattering, flimsy sleep with a coiled stomach. I made Lucas’s bed, pulled the sheets tight, plumped up the pillow. I called in to work and began using the sick days I had hoarded up. I bagged up the pizza boxes and cans of beer, let the stained glasses soak. Picked up his oily Bulldogs ball cap off the coffee table, then put it back. It looked like it belonged there. I was focused now. Lucas was only a person of interest in Joanna’s murder. They had given him the weekend to mosey on in for an interview, so whatever evidence they did have had to be relatively weak (then again, this was before her body was found, before my brother did a magic disappearing trick). Still, Pruden said they didn’t even have an arrest warrant yet.


Someone else had killed this Joanna girl, but whatever feeble connections Pruden had managed to rustle up, they were enough for him to home in on Lucas and not bother looking for anyone else.


I needed information. I needed to find someone else to sic Pruden on. Another suspect.


* * *


I called Wyatt again, Lucas’s best friend since Little League and currently his assistant hockey coach for the Westfield Bulldogs. He was a goofy spiky-haired kid who laughed at everything Lucas said and called me Mia Diarrhea. Sometimes Mia Gonorrhea, but that wasn’t until high school. He was a bit of a try-hard. At one point he carried around two cell phones and told everyone one was for the “bros” and one was for the “hos,” but I never heard either phone ring.


We’d stayed vaguely familiar with one another through Facebook. I had messaged him before leaving home, and when I didn’t hear back fast enough, I rummaged through my drawer of old cell phones that I had always intended to recycle and found an old phone number for Wyatt. Luckily, Wyatt hadn’t changed his number much since his bro and ho days. I’d left a voice mail asking him to call me. Followed that up with a text:




It’s Mia. Wtf is going on there? Have you talked to Lucas???


Never got a response. I could see that he’d been online since my message. He’d retweeted something and wished someone happy birthday on Facebook. It was as if he was hiding behind a glass door pretending not to be home while I rang the doorbell. But I can see you, asshole!!


This time his phone went straight to a full voice mail.


I did remember where his parents lived; maybe they could



give me Wyatt’s address. I took it for granted that they hadn’t moved, because people here didn’t tend to move around a lot.


* * *


I pulled up to the sprawling brick bungalow. Wyatt’s parents, the Thompsons, owned a landscaping company, Eden Green, that did quite well. I knew that because, before her accident, Mimi worked as a bank teller at the Wayoata Credit Union and she loved to talk about other people’s money. Who had what in their accounts. Their debts or lack of. Just being near money, even if she never had enough of her own, set off some kind of buzz inside her.


The house was far less immaculate than I remembered. Nothing was planted in the raised flower bed, the grass was too long, and the driveway, between the parked SUV and silver pickup, was littered with bikes and toys and chalk drawings. The archway over the front stone path was gone. Not exactly endorsement material for a landscaping company.


A little boy with such white-blond hair he was ghostly looking, stood in the bay window and pointed at me. The curtains flapped around his head, a girl shouldered her way in next to the boy. Same blond hair. I could see her scream something over her shoulder. Then another small face showed up in the window, then another.


A sign, PRECIOUS TREA SURES DAY CARE.


So the Thompsons had moved. I’d started to retreat down the driveway when the front door opened. “Hi, Mia.”


It was Wyatt all casual, like I dropped in all the time and he’d



been expecting me. He was wearing sweatpants and a Vikings T-shirt. His hairline was making a fast getaway from his forehead, but he had the same two-day-trimmed-beard look as Lucas. In high school, Wyatt was always emulating Lucas’s fashion tics. When Lucas noticed, he’d switch it up, do a fauxhawk or buzz cut, and without fail, a couple of weeks later, Wyatt had the same haircut, or same sneakers in a different color. I didn’t know how Lucas put up with it.


Wyatt came down to meet me in the driveway barefoot. Behind him, two more kids had pressed up against the glass and started making faces at me.


“Sorry to drop in like this, but I tried calling. Why haven’t you called me back? Didn’t you get any of my messages?”


“It’s OK. My son dropped my phone in the toilet yesterday. I should really check the messages.” A contrived chuckle. “Those aren’t all my kids, by the way.” His lips continued to curl, one part smile, one part grimace, like he’d said the joke a thousand times before and even he couldn’t stomach repeating it. “We just have two. My wife runs a day care. We bought the house from my parents. They’re in Arizona now.”


A series of statements I wasn’t sure how to respond to. I frowned. It was a lame excuse for not getting back to me. This wasn’t how I expected to be greeted. I’d thought he would rush toward me when he saw me walking up. That we’d immediately start hustling about like two stranded islanders with a cruise ship in the distance passing us by.


“Have you heard from Lucas at all?”


One of the white-haired kids opened the door. “Da-daa-dee.”



Another kid was pushing out from behind her and then another, and Wyatt took several minutes to corral them back inside. “I’ll be in the garage,” he hollered, fast, I guessed to his wife.


“In here.” He pressed whatever configuration into a security keypad on the garage, and the door rolled open.


There wasn’t a car in the garage, only a couple of lawn chairs and an elaborate workbench and a fridge. He hit the button and the garage door came down and the light turned gray. Unventilated, it smelled strongly of gasoline and grass clippings from the mower, but it had to be one of the tidiest garages I’d ever been in. This was a guy who hid out in his garage a lot.


He motioned to one of the chairs. I sat down. “No, I haven’t heard from him at all. The police were already here asking that.”


“I’m trying really hard to understand what happened. I just don’t get it. The police think he took off because he was involved with that student. Lucas, murder. Like, it’s just all so fucking unbelievable. It really is so ridiculous I would laugh if I didn’t feel like crying.”


Wyatt gave me a twitchy look. He wasn’t joining me in my tirade on the incompetent police or the whole absurdity of the accusation. Something was wrong. Why wasn’t he more upset? Why was he making me pull information out of him like this? I swallowed, felt like shit for asking, but I had to. “Was Lucas involved with that student? And please don’t give me some silent bro-code bullshit.”


Wyatt stroked his fuzzy cheeks. “Most people around here think so. If he was, he certainly didn’t say anything about it to me, but then I don’t really know what Lucas has been up to lately.”


“What do you mean?”


“Just that we didn’t talk all that much lately.”


“But you’re coaching together.”


The world just kept spinning off its axis. I realized I’d had this snow-globe version of my brother in the town where nothing ever changed. Lucas mentioned Wyatt all the time when we talked. They were always friends. Best friends.


“Well, yeah, we’d talk about hockey during the season, but that’s about as deep as our conversations went.”


“Something happen between you guys? Was Lucas gambling again?” Maybe Lucas had borrowed money and hadn’t paid him back. They’d had a little spat. Something Wyatt was blowing out of proportion. Something Lucas would never mention to me if it had to do with gambling.


“Nothing like that. I mean, I think he was gambling again, but that had nothing to do with anything. We just kind of, I don’t know, life happened, I guess. Different schedules, whatever. I’m married with kids, Lucas isn’t. Different priorities. I’m running the family business, so I’m really busy.” I was about to point out that a landscaping business in ND allowed for a lot of downtime, but Wyatt started in about his winter hours and snow removal. “We really haven’t been close friends for a while.” It sounded rehearsed. He stared straight ahead, same smug look he’d always had because he never had to worry about money or college or what to do next, because his future was safe.


“Lucas made it sound like you were still good friends.” I tried to think of something specific. “You guys went to that Minnesota Wild game.” There was a picture on Facebook, both of them in



red-and-green jerseys, clutching beers.


“That was two years ago.”


“What happened between then and now?” I pressed.


“I just . . . nothing.” Wyatt brushed at his sweatpants, his ears turning red. A tell he still had from childhood that he was getting angry.


“Nothing? Just like that, all those years of friendship fell to the wayside over nothing?”


“I know you’re thinking I just ditched him like everyone else when people started to talk, but it’s not like that, Mia, really. Lucas wanted to go out, go drinking, hit on chicks, go fishing all day on Saturdays, shit we’ve always done, but I’ve got kids now. I can’t party it up like I did before, and you know what? If the tables were turned, I know Lucas would have distanced himself from me.”


Wyatt had a point, but I wasn’t going to admit it. I felt a little sorry for my brother that he’d been demoted in Wyatt’s life from hotshot to that buddy who couldn’t let go of the good old days.


“Well, if you do hear from him, please, please call me. Tell him to call me.” I stood to leave, feeling wilted and a little oxygen-deprived from the smell of gas.


“Wyatt? Wyatt? Whose car is that?” A nasal voice, sharp and badgering and instantly familiar cut through the garage door. My skin prickled. The door started to lift, letting in a hard burst of sunlight. Standing there was a tall blonde holding a coffee mug with LIVE, LAUGH, LOVE scrawled across it. I always thought that accessorizing oneself with trite, mass-produced platitudes was the cheapest way possible to seem like a good person. I



couldn’t help but believe someone had to be hiding a dark side to need that sort of prop. (I nearly dropped a friend in college after noticing her keychain read FAMILY: THE BEST THINGS IN LIFE AREN’T THINGS.) The fact that she was holding said mug just added major credence to my theory.


“Hi, Carolyn.” That’s right, Wyatt had married Carolyn. I mean I knew that; I just tried to block it out. Carolyn Reidy, or I guessed Carolyn Thompson now, had been Lucas’s first serious girlfriend. She’d pretended to be my friend for a whole month before I finally realized why she was so insistent on coming over even when I pushed to go to her polished house (turned out she didn’t love weeknight teen dramas as much as I did). After she and Lucas started dating, I told him that Carolyn had used me. She retaliated by telling everyone that I like liked my brother in an unhealthy way. She stayed sugar sweet to my face when Lucas was in the room, so my twin decided to stay out of it. One of the rare times he’d acted like an outright dick.
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