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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote this book in 2017-18, when my agent at the time had shopped it to traditional publishers. As such, the story takes place in 2018. The math doesn’t work out otherwise.

      

      Trigger warning: the novel contains self-harm and a struggle with addiction. Take care of yourself while reading.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Local Woman Dies in Highway Crash

          

        

      

    

    
      CHESTERFIELD, Ohio - A local woman is dead after colliding with an oil tanker truck on Route 271.

      Hannah Madison, 38, a bartender based in Mayfield Heights, was driving north around 2 a.m. Friday night. According to witnesses, Madison rear-ended the tanker truck before her Ford Focus burst into flames.

      Although Madison’s remains could not be located, authorities are investigating whether Madison was intoxicated at the time of the accident.

      Madison is survived by her mother and her 15-year-old daughter.

      

      Comments (26)

      Arthurchester80 I graduated with her. She was always drunk.

      Ancillarytruth probably texting

      Graylady123 How horrible. That poor little girl.

      XxHeavenLyxx what a waste of a human being

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Once he finished the letters, the game would begin.

      He fought to keep the fountain pen steady. His hand shook and ached. But he continued, scratching the tiny figures into the parchment, watching them emerge as he bit his lip in concentration. A bead of blood burst from his cracked skin, and he tasted copper. His stomach turned.

      It had been a horrific six months. One moment his life had been easy-breezy. Privileged. He’d moved through the world with a fluid grace, happy even when attending meeting after meeting with distributors and investors. The work never drained him. He had so many assistants, employees to bring him coffee and water and dinner. He had nothing to think about but the work, and the work nourished him every day.

      Until he saw the article.

      His closest advisers often accused him of dramatics, and if he was being fair, they weren’t totally wrong. They seemed to think he thrived on drama, but that wasn’t it. His feelings were big, important. Emotions that fired him from the inside, electrifying his core. That passion had given him the strength to create his empire.

      But it also fueled him now, as he grieved.

      Hannah. How had he forgotten her? She’d faded into the background of his big life as it only got bigger. Reading the comments on the article, seeing what everyone in that foul town thought of her death—it enraged him. No wonder she’d died. She was already a ghost.

      These six months, he’d planned this game. To punish them. They deserved to feel the pain he felt.

      What would their faces look like when they opened the envelopes? He took a curious delight in controlling them from afar.

      He shifted his long legs under the desk, brushed sweat from his bare forehead. Even the icy water in his glass couldn’t soothe the pain in his belly. Hunger was a cruel master. But it wouldn’t detract him from his task. If he had to stop to rest, he would. His energy wasn’t what it used to be. Besides, his four-poster bed, with its luxe sheets and fluffy pillows, sat only a few feet behind him. He loved this room, this house. He’d spent so much time making it perfect, and it served him well.

      Just as they would.

      The sun had set hours ago, and his room was lit only by candlelight now. The scent of cloves and allspice filled the air. He’d opted for a fall candle to set the mood. Halloween would be here soon, the night of spirits and ghosts. His favorite holiday.

      Tonight, though. A crisp October night. He didn’t know the day of the week—he’d lost track. To anyone else, the time would pass unnoticed, disappearing in the haze of a television screen or a social media app. He pictured all those glazed eyes out there in the world, the bored furrowing of brows, bottoms sinking into sagging couches. Those erased minds. For those people, this night meant nothing. But for him—and for the players of his game—tonight was a new beginning.

      His stomach shifted, and he tried a sip of water. The liquid was cool on his broken lip. He felt the swallow all the way down his throat. He stuck out his tongue and focused on the pen, giving just enough pressure to keep it moving without tearing the parchment.

      When he finished, he laid the final sheet aside to dry and closed his eyes. The strains of The Enigma Variations came small and tinny from his Bluetooth speaker, but for all the pride he felt, he may as well have been conducting the symphony.

      Once the ink was set, he slid the papers into the envelopes he’d pre-addressed. Then, as the music swelled, he reached for his seal and tray. He flicked a lighter and held it to the wax. The small solid piece melted and spread, a crimson pool, the scent mingling with that of the pumpkin spice candle. He crashed the seal into the wax and then onto the envelope. He did this three times.

      He admired his handiwork: the final piece he’d set on the board, but the first piece they would uncover.

      “This dark saying,” he said softly, leaning back, breathing out as his insides settled. “This will begin our game.”
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            From “The Great Genius of Edward Elgar,” a high school paper by Jude Lassiter

          

        

      

    

    
      Edward Elgar was a British composer, who lived from 1857 until 1934. He is best known for his graduation anthem, Pomp and Circumstance, which is played around the world at ceremonies big and small. However, Elgar’s genius was not limited to music. He was a master codemaker. He hid puzzles in his music, in letters, and there is even one code that has never been broken: The Dorabella Cipher. Who was this brilliant man, and why have his mysteries been locked away for so many years? In this paper, I will tell you.

      

      Comment by Jude’s English teacher, Mr. Peachtree—Good use of specific examples. Avoid using the first person in a research paper. Try not to overstate the composer’s importance. I’m intrigued, but I won’t be if the paper continues to use hyperbole as a device.
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      Dora

      I almost didn’t find the letter.

      Every day, Grandma marched down the driveway to the mailbox. She was vigilant about it, sorting Mom’s stuff into a separate pile, then making sure to recycle the ads. She’d sigh, like Mom’s memory was weighing her down. All summer, Grandma made phone calls, sent in copies of the death certificate.

      But she was out getting her hair done. It was Saturday, and she’d left me home alone. The house felt so empty and quiet as I sat in the kitchen with my salami sandwich, my English paper open on the laptop in front of me. I heard the mail truck trundle down the road, so I went outside to see if there was anything good in the delivery.

      The envelope stuck out because it was red. Not that Christmas or Valentine’s Day primary color type. This letter was blood-scarlet. It was addressed to me in a spidery handwriting: Miss Dora Madison.

      My grandmother and I weren’t the kind of people who got mysterious messages. We weren’t in a secret society. I couldn’t even join Key Club because she refused to pick me up from the evening meetings. “We’ll talk when you get your license,” she said, and I resigned myself to my pariah status, too lame for the nerd club. I wasn’t old enough to get my license, but if I could drive, I would’ve left Chesterfield long ago.

      I slid the envelope from the stack and left the mail in its disorderly state on the end table by the front door. I crept into the kitchen, grabbed a butter knife, and dragged it across the seal.

      A piece of parchment fluttered out, folded in half. I opened it, but my fingers felt too awkward for the delicacy of the paper. I smoothed it flat on the kitchen counter, so I could read without damaging it.

      But there were no words. A line of figures crossed the page, their stick arms and feet posed in all different directions. Some waved flags, small rectangles drawn where their hands would have been. I turned the sheet over, but I found no other markings. Only the tiny approximations of people.

      I picked up the envelope again and examined it. No return address. How would the sender ensure I’d receive it? Did they even care? I gritted my teeth. I didn’t like it when people deliberately turned simple things into games. Bullies had messed me up enough in grade school. That was what happened when you had no real dad, your mom was a drunk, and the bus was filled with daily taunts of “Dora the Explorer.”

      Oh, and now my mom was dead. Didn’t change much, though. Not like I ever saw her.

      My grandma said I’d get used to the bullying. She said it was part of high school, part of growing up. But I heard it in the halls—a whisper as I passed a locker, the whistling of the show’s insufferable theme song echoing from behind me. I was sure when Nickelodeon created that innocent educational cartoon, they never thought it could cause a person so much angst. Oh, well. Those kids would never know how much they hurt me. Once I left Chesterfield, I’d never look back.

      I returned to cleaning, determined to ignore the envelope.
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      Patrick

      I still paid bills with paper. Checks and pens. Envelopes and stamps.

      My wife thought I was crazy. “Wouldn’t it be so much easier to set them all up as auto-debit?” she’d scold on the regular. I didn’t know why she cared. It shouldn’t have mattered to her if she didn’t have to think about it—which she didn’t.

      Once a week, I poured a cup of coffee and retreated into my office. French doors opened from the sunlit master bedroom into the nook, which was lined with shelves and wood paneling. My desk filled one corner. That morning, I pulled the beaded cord attached to the banker’s lamp and opened my laptop.

      I kept online accounts—I wasn’t that much of a Luddite—and I lived by my budgeting spreadsheet. I pulled up all the investments, the regular checking, and my paper ledger, and cross-referenced everything. Then I wrote the checks. I loved the smoothness of my pen across the signature lines.

      The envelope had appeared sometime during the week, among the bills. But because of my ritual, I didn’t notice it until that Saturday morning. Amy had taken Liam to the Little Gym. Aidan was asleep, in the trance of adolescence. He’d had a game the night before, so wouldn’t be awake until noon. I’d found a good opportunity for solitude.

      The bills fanned before me on the desk, and I plucked out the odd red envelope, used my silver monogrammed letter opener on it. I had to shimmy the fragile sheet out of its enclosure. There was no writing on the message. Not a single clue as to where it might have come from. All I saw was a jumble of line-drawn stick men.

      It puzzled me, and I was careful not to spill my coffee on the letter. But I didn’t have time to be puzzled. I didn’t like the change in my routine. I frowned at the message, set it aside, and continued with my work. Satisfaction filled me as I filled in my spreadsheet and signed my name. Patrick Reed. Patrick Reed. Patrick Reed.
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      Caroline

      The day the envelope came, I got home just before six, my feet aching. I couldn’t wait to ditch the pumps. I kicked them off and set them carefully in the closet, then reached into the mailbox. No bills, thank God. Some ads, which I recycled. I can’t stand having junk mail in the house. No real mail besides a red-brown envelope.

      It was probably an invitation to one of those home parties. Multi-level marketing stuff. All the women in town invited me to things now. On Facebook, primarily, because most people these days are too lazy to put paper in an envelope and mail it. Anyway, it had gotten to the point where I didn’t want to log in to any social networks. All the notifications to sift through. I didn’t want a new fancy cleaning product or a dress that looked like a bag. I didn’t even want to be back in Ohio.

      But maybe I’d go to this person’s party, since they’d taken the time to find my new address and send me something. I liked the fancy script that my name was written in, all loops and curves. It looked familiar, though. I didn’t know many people who could produce handwriting of this caliber. My stomach knotted.

      I held the letter close to my chest, padding in my stocking feet into my new office-slash-reading room. Had the house not been located precisely here, on 25 Rose Lane, in the town where I was born, I would’ve been pleased with it. I’d decorated it to my exact liking, purchased the overstuffed gray couch and loveseat from Wayfair, and they’d arrived in pristine condition. The walls had already been a muted gray-blue, so I’d installed the crown molding myself and painted it white.

      I loved the contrast and simplicity. This was my sanctuary. Kieran and Kyle could trash the rest of the house however they wanted, and although it pained me, I could ignore it as long as my personal space was clean and calm.

      I sank into the soft fabric and put my feet up, settling back into the quiet. Kyle was at football practice, and who knew where Kieran was. I didn’t care. My husband was a loser, a stoner. I’d known this going into our marriage, even welcomed it—his devil-may-care attitude had seemed so thrilling when were younger. But now I was okay being alone.

      I slid my nail under the flap and pried open the seal. The paper was wedged in tight. I unfolded the message, the parchment creasing under my fingers, and saw the dancing men.

      The muscles around my mouth twitched. I knew who’d sent this letter.
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      Dora

      I hated school. Mostly, I hated the kids at school. I might have liked education more if I wasn’t surrounded by jerks, players, and snobs. Grandma said it was the same when my mom went there twenty years ago. I didn’t always believe my grandmother, but I believed that. Nothing had changed.

      The Monday after I found the letter, I woke to the five a.m. alarm, preparing for the hour-long bus ride. But before I left, I hesitated at the door. Grandma hadn’t touched the envelope.

      Not really sure what to do with it, I stuck the letter in my backpack. I kept it in my English book, so it wouldn’t get ripped.

      I also hated the bus because I had my bassoon for band and my trombone for jazz band. I supposed it could’ve been worse. I could’ve played the tuba. But as it was, my instruments were awkward. I had to sling one in front of me and the other one behind. And then when I got to school, I never knew whether the music room would be open when the bell rang. Dr. Rhinehart was often late.

      That day, like many Mondays, was one of those unfortunate locked-band-room days, and I bumped through the hall awkwardly. I jiggled my locker open, fumbling with my stuff.

      “Hey,” came a voice next to me.

      I jumped at the sight of Kyle Cannon.

      Thankfully, I had the excuse of being surprised. But I couldn’t help the shameful speeding of my breath and heart. Or the heat creeping up my spine, headed towards my neck and face.

      “Oh, hey,” I squeaked, in a brutal effort to be cool, and I lost my grip on the trombone’s handle.

      “Let me help you.” Kyle picked my trombone up off his foot. If I had hurt him, he didn’t let on.

      “I have to go dump this stuff.”

      I knew what Kyle wanted, what he always wanted, and what I gave him because I was a stupid, stupid girl.

      “I’ll go to the band room with you. It’s in your bag?” He picked my bookbag off the floor then, too. Kyle didn’t seem fazed carrying my cartoony Japanese backpack. Pink and purple wide-eyed characters stared at me from Kyle’s back as I followed him down the hall, trailing with my bassoon.

      I pulled open the double doors to the band room, and Kyle followed me into the instrument room. My locker was a wide cage with a combination lock. I dialed in the code and sighed as I pushed my cases in. They’d stay there until our next weekend gig, or until I needed to practice.

      “Thank you,” I said to Kyle.

      “No problem.” He lifted my bag off his shoulder and handed it to me.

      I bobbled it, my knees buckling to the floor. My Norton anthology, the mammoth English book, peeked out. I scrabbled for it.

      I was fifteen, but I had always been a little advanced for my age. I liked being smart—I prided myself on it. It was part of my identity. But there was a large part of me that wanted to be mainstream.

      If my brain were a pie chart, 64% would imagine myself as a normal girl, a girl who attracted boys, who was alluring by nature—nubile and young, a temptation to any man with testosterone in his cells. That 64% longed to be someone other than myself. I’d sacrifice intelligence, in that moment, for some of that beauty. For the opportunity to be an object of desire.

      Here, I was an object of desire for another reason.

      16% of the pie chart was devoted to self-flagellating the 64%.

      The remaining 20% was hungry.

      I pulled out the English text and reached inside the cover. Two clean white papers, typed and neat, fell out. One for me, one for Kyle.

      “Thanks, Dora.” He grinned and snatched his, which was written in a completely different style from my own, of course. Several planted spelling errors, plus a heftier margin and Courier font, would fool Ms. Krieger.

      “You’re a-dora-ble. Haha. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “All the time,” I muttered, but Kyle Cannon was already gone, the heavy metal doors banging closed behind him.

      “Ugh, what are you doing with Kyle?”

      I was struggling to get my stuff back together in the hallway when Aidan Reed snuck up on me. Yet another surprise by a cute boy. I’d be in cardiac arrest by the end of the day.

      “Oh, nothing.” My voice rose to an unnatural pitch. “What’s up, Aidan?”

      As if this football player would take to me for any reason. Maybe he’d heard that I could write papers for people. Pretty soon I’d be cranking them out for the entire team. In all seriousness, though, if Aidan found out, I could be in big trouble. Kyle and Aidan were the top starters for JV and ultra-competitive. Aidan might have been fishing for information.

      “You dropped this.” He handed me the red envelope.

      Shit. I suppressed a gasp and grabbed it. “I can’t lose this. Thanks.”

      He crooked an eyebrow. Aidan was cute, although not in the same way Kyle was. Kyle was chiseled, floppy-haired, tan. Aidan wore glasses unless he was on the field, and he cut his wiry hair short like a shrub. But he was strong, and he smelled like a forest, a clean cologne.

      “What’s important about it?”

      I paused with my mouth half open, hyper-aware of my boxy stained T-shirt and frayed leggings.

      Lunch was almost half over by this point, and my “hungry” pie-chart portion was increasing. But I had to distract him.

      I moved over to the block wall and leaned against it, ignoring the rumbling in my gut. Aidan watched as I pulled out the sheet.

      He studied the stick figures. “And this is...”

      “I don’t know. It came in the mail over the weekend.” I shrugged. “I think it means something. I just don’t know what.”

      “Weird.” Aidan scratched his curls. “Well, I’m glad you didn’t lose it.”

      “Me too. Thanks.”

      He saluted me and left. I stuck the paper back in my book and hustled towards the cafeteria. Ten minutes left to stuff my face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After lunch, I hurried to English. With no time to return to my locker, I lugged my entire bookbag back to Ms. Krieger’s room, avoiding her eyes when she smiled at me. Ms. K was a young teacher, probably in her twenties. She was tall and maybe too lean, her clavicle and wrists bony. And she definitely tried too hard to be friends with the students.

      I slid into my seat in the front, flushing as I gathered my bearings. Our desks were a tight fit, and I hoped my huge bag wasn’t in someone’s way.

      “Let’s turn in our papers first thing,” Krieger said. I didn’t look at Kyle, who sat in the back of the room, as he handed his sheet to the kid in front of him. If I pretended this was over, it would be over... at least until the next time.

      My best friend, Mallory, sat behind me. She handed her paper up.

      “This one sucked,” she whispered, rolling her eyes.

      I didn’t comment.

      I collected the papers and handed them to Krieger. She nodded to me and stood up. “Today, we’ll be moving on to the early 1900s. One of my favorite time periods. And we’ll start with my favorite detective, the icon Sherlock Holmes.” She walked in front of her desk. “Can anyone tell me what an icon is?”

      I wished I were in the back of the room, that no one could see me. I wanted to morph into a new body, maybe one that matched the color of the floor, or the desk. Because of course, if no one answered, she would call on me. Because she knew I would know.

      “Dora?”

      I sighed. “It’s like, a big thing. Something that means something.”

      The class laughed. I cast a glance toward the other students, at their snickering faces.

      “Can you be more specific?” Ms. Krieger grinned, thin lips stretching around her big teeth. Did she enjoy my pain?

      “Sherlock Holmes is an icon because everyone knows him. Like, if someone wears that hat, everyone knows what they’re getting at. They’re trying to evoke him.”

      More giggles. Oh, no, I used a big word around the country bumpkins.

      But Ms. Krieger loved it. She beamed as she crossed the room to turn off the classroom light. “Exactly. The deerstalker hat.”

      She aimed her remote at the smartboard, and as it illuminated, Holmes appeared on the screen.

      “Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wrote four novels and fifty-six short stories featuring this iconic character.” Krieger paced in front of the smartboard, heels clicking on the linoleum. “And there have been countless adaptations of that work. We’ll be reading ‘A Scandal in Bohemia.’ Then each of you will read another story of your choice, and you’ll write a paper comparing and contrasting the two.”

      That meant I would be reading three stories.

      “When is that due?” I asked.

      Ms. Krieger consulted her smartwatch. “Two weeks from today. It’s all on the class website. I’ll hand out the assignment, too.”

      I’d have to go to the library after school. We didn’t have Internet at home—too expensive—and Grandma didn’t know how to use it anyway. I scribbled in my planner, a poor substitute for a phone, which all my classmates had their noses in. Well, I had a flip phone that could get texts, but besides that, it was a lump of useless plastic.

      “Why don’t we read the first few pages out loud.”

      I groaned and suddenly felt less bad for my deception.

      I heaved the Norton anthology out of my bag. Some of my classmates stored their books on their phones or tablets, which I would do if Grandma would let me have one. She said a kid my age shouldn’t have any electronics other than my school-issued laptop. I’d had to beg her just for the flip phone.

      As I adjusted the book on my desk, the red envelope slid out. Mallory and I both reached to the floor to snag the letter as it fluttered down, but Ms. Krieger got there first.

      She slid the paper out of the envelope. “What’s this?”

      I grimaced. I didn’t want anyone’s grubby hands on it. Maybe I didn’t know what it was, but I knew I didn’t want it to get damaged.

      Then she laughed. “Have you been reading ahead, Dora?”

      I wished again for that new body, the one that could disappear on command.

      “No,” I mumbled. “Why?”

      “Then why would you have a Holmes code in your bag?”

      I wanted to snatch the red envelope from her, yank it from her annoying bony hands.

      Ms. Krieger peered at the letter. “These are the dancing men. From ‘The Adventure of the Dancing Men.’ You haven’t read it?”

      I shook my head.

      Ms. Krieger handed my envelope and paper back. “Well, then you’d better get reading if you want to know what that letter says.”

      I tucked it under a thin page, making sure to hold it in place. I would not lose it again.
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      Patrick

      I left Chesterfield early, driving half an hour to the train, so I could spend another forty-five minutes on the light rail into Cleveland. Not my favorite way to commute, but also not my least favorite, which would involve driving and parking downtown.

      Once I arrived at Tower City, I took the elevator up to the fifteenth floor of Terminal Tower. I settled into my leather chair and took in the view. While I preferred working remotely most days, my desk there was majestic and impressive, and signing checks on it was even more satisfying than doing so at home.

      And I’d signed many checks at that desk. As an accountant, I worked for a start-up—ForkFlavor—a website where people could order groceries from their local merchants, then use them to make recipes curated by our chefs. We also packed boxes for the premium customers, the ones who couldn’t be bothered to cook the meals themselves, but we didn’t do that here. This office was where the action happened: the strategy, the planning.

      There weren’t many of us in this office, but I was glad our CEO had chosen to rent the space. I could always work from home if I needed to, and the location gave us the urban cachet we wouldn’t have in the suburbs. Chesterfield was rural enough to be outside Cleveland’s suburban ring, but we were lucky we weren’t even deeper into the farms and fields of Northeast Ohio. Aidan complained about our town all the time, and when I gave him this rationale, he rolled his eyes.

      I didn’t waste any time digging into my e-mail, pulling up my work spreadsheets. I always got at least twelve e-mails from Matt Corrigan, our CEO, daily. But the top one in my inbox, with two lone words in bold—See me—made my stomach sink.

      I was tempted to click through my other work, to check if there were any invoices I needed to pay before I went out into the hall. But I couldn’t put off the inevitable confrontation with Matt. I hoped it wasn’t bad news. I didn’t want to have to tell Amy she would need to start shopping at Save-a-Lot or that she would need to stop buying clothes for the baby. She liked doing that, and I knew she felt bad not bringing any income to the household. I always assured her we had what we needed, even as our credit card balances rose.

      As I exited my office, my stomach in knots, I noticed that Holly’s desk was empty, her stuff gone. Poof, no more administrative secretary.

      I pulled open Matt’s door. “Did you let Holly go?”

      He swiveled towards me. Dark circles colored the light skin under his eyes. “I had to, yeah.”

      “Is that what you wanted to see me about?”

      Matt wore jeans and a rumpled T-shirt that read Attempt to Care Loading, with a red bar half-filled below it. Funny, for a tech guy, but not his usual attire. I looked down at my own chinos and pressed shirt. When investors came in, we wanted to look good. That was why we’d hired Holly in the first place, because she always wore suits and straightened her wild red hair. That was the image we wanted to present, that Cleveland wasn’t a mistake on a lake, that we could make money and bring in jobs. ForkFlavor was professional.

      Matt sighed. “Well, as you know, the numbers aren’t good right now.”

      I swallowed and nodded. “You thinking about selling?”

      That was the risk when you worked for a start-up. We were profitable, if not by much, but maybe he wanted to cut his losses.

      “No.” Matt was a big guy, six five and lean-muscled. His chair was custom made for him, but his desk was small, and when he leaned over it, he looked like that statue of The Thinker. His voice was low. “You didn’t catch the math mistake.”

      I shook my head.

      Matt pulled out a ledger covered with scribbled numbers. I relaxed a little as I leaned over, squinting at the figures. They weren’t anywhere close to what was on my spreadsheet. ForkFlavor was in the black. But Matt jabbed at one of the lines.

      “This is where we’re behind,” he said. “There’s a gap of nearly twenty thousand.”

      “That’s no big deal.” I turned in the direction of my office. “I see some errors there, so I’ll e-mail you the correct spreadsheet. You don’t need to worry. Call Holly and bring her back. We’ve got the money.”

      “Wait, Patrick.”

      I swiveled.

      Matt sat up, then stood, so he was hovering over me like a satellite. “We don’t have the money. You want to explain where it is?”

      My face and neck cramped as I folded my arms and opened my legs. “Are you accusing me of something, Corrigan?”

      Matt couldn’t get any closer to me. I could smell the coffee on his breath, which reminded me I hadn’t had nearly enough to deal with this bullshit.

      “You’re the accountant. The money isn’t there. There’s a mistake somewhere. It’s either your mistake or you pocketed the money.”

      “You don’t know anything about my finances.” I’d been thinking of taking money out of the Roth, to pay the debt off once and for all. Or a home equity loan. There had to be untapped value in the house. We’d been there since Aidan was little.

      “Give me proof.”

      “The proof’s in my spreadsheet.” I turned again. “Like I said, I’ll send it to you. Only you and I have access to the accounts, and I don’t think what you have there is correct.”

      “I guarantee you wrote a check that was too big. Or several checks that were too big. Maybe not to yourself, but someone isn’t talking. What about one of the lenders?”

      I fumed. The only way to solve this problem was to get back to work. Puzzle this thing out, call Holly, get back to the way things are every day. Corrigan was often hot, but he usually trusted me. This particular betrayal stung.

      “If we overpaid a lender, I’ll contact them and get it rectified. I can set it up, so we won’t owe payments for the next few months. The books will balance.” I spun to leave again. “Let me work. I’ll find the problem and deal with it. There was no reason to take extreme action.”

      Matt turned back to his computer, his voice dark. “You don’t want to see extreme action from me.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re home early!” Amy called out as I entered the foyer.

      I rounded the corner to find her in the kitchen. A ForkFlavor box sat half empty on the counter. I resisted the urge to drop-kick it off the back porch. No use in wasting fresh food, even if it was psychologically tainted.

      Amy folded her arms and leaned against the laminate counter. She wore a soft tunic and jeans that skimmed her body in the right places. Even after two kids more than ten years apart, she was still gorgeous, a California dream in the wrong state. I loved to wring my hands in her thick, blonde hair.

      Her plump lips twitched. “Did something happen at work?”

      “I don’t really want to talk about it.”

      “Liam’s asleep. It’s a good time to chat. Do you want coffee?”

      “Sure, yeah.” I went past her into the dining room, where I opened my laptop. I felt out of sorts, the day uneven.

      I heard her bustling behind me, putting coffee on. The water burbled and hissed. I accessed my report, scanned the numbers again. Nothing looked out of place. I’d have to download a complete batch and start over—if the raw data didn’t match, something was missing.

      I tried to log in remotely, but my access was denied.

      Amy carried two mugs to the table and set one down in front of me. The liquid inside was black and steaming. “Will we be okay? I mean, until you can find something? I have Aidan’s football pay-to-play bill coming.”

      “Matt didn’t let me go,” I said sharply. “We’re having a… disagreement.”

      I picked up my coffee, letting the heat of it scald my tongue. I wasn’t about to confirm or deny anything. She could believe we were okay. She needed to believe it.

      I logged into my e-mail, intent on pinging Matt for my access back, but I had a new message that made me stop.

      The subject was “Don’t Be Afraid” and it was from a “Hey Me.”

      I could almost hear the Beatles song echoing in my head. Hey Jude…

      I took a halting breath. Clicked on it.

      Hear you’ve got some extra time now! Do you need a little hint? I’m anxious for you to get started. Some big money could be coming your way!

      A YouTube clip was attached. It wasn’t spam. Couldn’t be. No spammer knew my history with Jude Lassiter. This message had to be from the one and only, the individual, the man himself.

      I clicked the clip. A lone bassoon whined away on “Nimrod,” from The Enigma Variations. Unaccompanied, the sound was tinny and haunting. I muted it.

      My high school best friend—my frenemy, really—was the only other bassoon player in our class. I’d switched to the unwieldy instrument in eighth grade. Dark and resonant, it held a mystery and uniqueness that rows of clarinets and flutes couldn’t carry. It wasn’t long until Jude Lassiter switched, too, because he couldn’t bear the thought of me having something he didn’t. And, as with everything, he had to be better than me.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I bent over my desk with my head in my hand. I had gone over the spreadsheets a hundred times, squinting at the columns until my eyes ached.

      Hear you’ve got some extra time. I didn’t even know if I’d been truly fired, and yet it seemed Jude had already gotten his hands on that information. And what was that supposed to mean about money? I knew he was some sort of millionaire, maybe even a billionaire, but I didn’t want to take money from him. Even if we’d need it more now that I might have lost my job.

      Aidan came in then, slumping onto the couch next to my desk, tablet in hand.

      “Hey, bud,” I greeted him, tearing myself away for a second.

      Every day, I was in awe that this beast was my son. He wasn’t overly tall but not short either—maybe 5’10”. But he was relentless on the weights, and he’d built a rangy yet compact muscular frame, a far cry from my band-geek physique. My son got his looks from Amy’s side.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      It pleased me that he still hung out with me, even if it was only for an hour or so before bed. “How was school?”

      He shrugged. “The same.”

      “Learn anything new?”

      “If I did, I forgot already.”

      We chuckled. That was what he used to say as a kindergartener, and it had stuck.

      I blew out a breath and smacked my thighs. “Well, I’m not getting anything else done today. Want to watch something on TV?”

      The intersection of Jude and Matt tickled at the back of my brain, but I didn’t have the brainpower to process it.

      Aidan was looking at my desk, at the red envelope shoved to the back with all the mail. He reached for it and pulled it open.

      He scanned the delicate paper. “Where did this come from?”

      I was thinking of Liam and Amy, upstairs in the bed. Of the crib in Liam’s room, which sat empty every night. Of the guest bed, which was now my bed. My little boy’s night terrors were getting worse. I missed sleeping with my wife, and not just sex, but the closeness of her, her warm body against mine. I missed her smell.

      I betrayed her every night. Not with another woman but with my lies. With the lies that she would be safe with me, that I would provide for her, that we could afford this house. This life.

      Maybe I did want Jude’s money.

      “Oh,” I said. “I don’t know. Why?”

      He tapped the paper. “A girl at school had this same envelope.”

      “Huh. Weird.”

      We studied it together. Those little men, dancing across the page.
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      Caroline

      Jude was always obsessed with codes.

      Back then, we didn’t have Internet. Or texting. Kids didn’t know how good they had it now, their friends always there at the touch of a button. Not even a button but a screen. Touchscreens. We wouldn’t have dreamed of technology like that. That was the stuff of Star Trek.

      Here’s what we had: long, winding phone calls. We huddled in corners, wrapping the cords around our hands. We didn’t have cordless phones, and if we did, they were the giant 90s ones, the kind featured on repeats of Family Matters and Full House. We lolled on window seats, heads hanging off the edges, all the blood rushing to our faces. And our long hair hung down behind us. I had hair like straw that had been left in the sun too long, brown and stick-straight and stiff. When I grew up, I learned to cut it close to my head, to shellac it, whip it into submission with product.

      We sat there for hours, listening to each other breathe. We couldn’t see each other in person. We didn’t have cars, and other than the main drag of town, Chesterfield wasn’t walkable. I often wanted to escape the calls, to go watch TV or read a book, but this was how we socialized. We bonded by doing nothing, connected only by the space on the line between us.

      I had these calls with Jude. Not so much with Patrick, because by the time we got together, he had his license. But we’d get in trouble sometimes, leading to stern groundings from our parents and furtive whispering in the middle of the night.

      We spoke secret words on the phone, the occasional spurt of Pig Latin. But Jude knew that most codes succeeded on paper, and not so much aurally. Even though he was a band nerd, like Patrick, they had their musical messages, I was sure. Codes, however, could be preserved for posterity. They weren’t so fleeting. They were open to be broken by anyone with the fortitude and intellectual capacity.

      Sherlock Holmes was Jude’s entry into the obsession. We read “A Scandal in Bohemia” in school, which prompted him to check out all the other stories. “The Adventures of the Dancing Men” involved these messages, scrawled on the walls in a rich guy’s house. The details of the story didn’t matter. Jude was lured by the idea of code making, code breaking, communicating in secret. Later, he got into all that stuff with Elgar’s codes, but Holmes had been his first love.

      Back then, we used to pass notes. Pre-texting!

      So, I knew the language of those men and their little flags, their stick arms waving in the air.
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        * * *

      

      I took the parchment paper to my new office, which was still littered with boxes. My desk was a jumble of papers, books, old photos. But I’d already set up my computer, and I found the mouse among the detritus. I pulled up Wikipedia to remind myself what each letter stood for, then inked the new letters onto a page of my own—the back of an old envelope. I wasn’t about to mar the original.

      I stuck out my lip as the letters emerged.

      

      XQDHT LDI FQVD XILRQPT

      

      Didn’t make sense.

      I should’ve known. Jude was too smart for easy answers. He’d know I could simply Google the story. That I’d remember those little drawings.

      Ugh. I pushed the garble of letters aside and typed in “white pages” instead. Jude Lassiter or Jude Harlow Lassiter. Nothing.

      Tried a straight Google search. LinkedIn. Nothing. It was like he’d never existed.

      I slapped my hands on the desk and got up from the keyboard. I was so agitated since we’d moved back to Chesterfield. I knew I needed to be here for my mom, but I hated being so far from excitement, from things to do. I missed Fresno, its boutique shops, blazing sun, and fresh Chinese cuisine. People said Fresno was a dump compared to other parts of California, but I loved it, even when my clothes were sticking to my back and we were drinking gallons of water. I hated my new job and the slog of a commute—45 minutes each way, and not even on the freeway.

      Kyle seemed to be adjusting, but I couldn’t see inside his thick teenager mind. And Kieran was already fading here, deprived of sun and surf.

      California felt full of potential, always shiny and different. Here, I couldn’t see into the future, couldn’t see past the darkness rolling in outside.

      I sank back into my seat and stared at the mess of alphabet in front of me.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey.” Kieran put a hand on my back, and I jumped. “Aren’t you hungry? I made quinoa and tofu with a cranberry slaw.”

      Kieran drew himself to his full height, proud of his work, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      “You can take the boy out of California...” I got up and leaned against my chair, pushing it in. It clattered against the desktop. “I’m sorry.”

      “No worries.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and followed him to the kitchen. As usual, no ask—what are you doing? How was your day? My husband followed his own nose through life. It was a wonder I’d managed to pry him from his beloved beach.

      When we were young, and I worked hard, I’d loved having him at home. He was great with Kyle, and it was nice not to have to worry about babysitting. Kieran had worked as a barista when our son was born, and coordinating care was such a nightmare that we decided he could quit.

      That life was good. I’d get to the office early, put in my billables, sometimes pause for lunch. Working soothed my spirit, gave me a purpose. I felt fulfilled, like I was helping people. As an attorney, I worked with senior citizens who were denied disability or Social Security because they were too young for the threshold, but still couldn’t work due to illness or chronic pain. It was gratifying to write those briefs, to see people get the money they needed so desperately. Sure, we had charlatans, fakers who ignited my sense of justice. But I liked what I did, and I got to come home every day to colorful sunsets, a sexy long-haired husband, and a sweet little boy.

      Now the sweet little boy was a hulking teen, bent over cereal and his phone at the kitchen table, and we lived in a gray, flat, hopeless expanse.

      “You’re not eating dinner?” I asked Kyle.

      He looked up, brows knit. Surly. “You know I don’t eat that stuff.”

      “And you know you shouldn’t talk to me that way.” I edged past him, knocking his chair with my hip.

      He grunted.

      I sighed and filled my bowl. It smelled good, like California. I breathed in the steam, the sweet cranberry mixed with the savory tofu.

      “I need meat,” Kyle said. “I can’t build more bulk with this lack of protein.” My son was slim like his father, but he was lifting at school, trying to get bigger for football. Another scourge of the small town.

      I snorted. “Like Lucky Charms are protein?”

      “You can buy it and learn to cook it,” Kieran said mildly, coming to the table with his own food. “It’s not what your mother and I want.”

      I bristled as he spoke for me, but I stayed quiet.

      Kyle stared. “What money am I supposed to use?”

      “You can get a job.”

      “Fourteen is too young. And besides, I don’t have time to work.” He stabbed at the bottom of his bowl, the spoon clanking against the ceramic.

      “Then ask your grandmother. My money isn’t going to support the meat industry in this country.”

      My money.

      Kieran pulled the elastic out of his hair, ran a hand through the blonde tangles.

      Kyle mumbled, “Fucking hippies.”

      Kieran’s head snapped in our son’s direction. “What was that?”

      “Fucking teenagers.” I grabbed Kyle’s dish, stalked to the sink, and slammed the dish down among all the others Kieran hadn’t handled. Which he’d had all day to do. “Kyle, get out of here. Do something productive.”
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