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The house on Six Mile was a fortress of futility—three locks on the front door, none with a working key. The deadbolts mocked us, rusted and stubborn, like the life we were trapped in. Mom clung to hope like a frayed rope, her eyes darting to the window every time a car slowed on the street, its headlights slicing through the curtains. “He’s coming back,” she’d whisper, her voice thin as cigarette smoke. My father didn’t. Three weeks stretched into a jagged eternity, each day a repeat of the last: school, doodling tanks in the margins of my math homework, and stealing glances at Christine Maholick across the bedroom wall. Her dark hair fell in waves, her smile quick but guarded, like she knew something I didn’t. Had I seen her before? Do I know her? I thought she was waiting for me to say something clever. I didn’t know she was dead. Didn’t know her body had been scrubbed raw with the same blue Phisohex soap that burned my skin in nightmares, its chemical stink clinging to my hands no matter how many times I washed them.
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