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Chapter 1: The Flowers
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There was still blood on my arm when I got home. Nobody had noticed. Why would they? I’d watched my clothes being taken away in sealed boxes. There was blood enough.

Thoughts came out wrong, if they came at all. Time was wrecked, and places too. Nothing followed, nothing flowed. The hospital was only ten minutes from the school gates, but it had taken me—what?—hours. It was dark when I arrived anyway, and I was so shook I couldn’t remember if they’d given me the sedative before or after the cop had visited the ambulance. “What’s your name, hon?” he’d asked, his features arranged just so. He had to make that face, tell me he was sorry for my loss, repeat my name back to me. This was his script.

“What’s your date of birth, Erin? What’s your address, Erin? Do you want us to inform anybody that you’re okay, Erin?”

Oh, I’m okay, am I? Then why is this paramedic wiping blood off me?

He didn’t ask which of the children had died. Maybe he didn’t want me thinking about it. I wish.

After that, I was driven out towards Columbus in a hail of sirens, and then the world blinked and I was suddenly in a curtained room that reeked of lemon-scrubbed fear trying to pass as hygiene, with somebody hooking a fresh drip into my arm.

Don’t even ask who told me they needed my clothes as evidence. All I know is: an orderly delivered a heap of shapeless garments donated to the hospital chaplaincy. Some dead man’s sweatpants with a cigarette hole burned in the thigh. I stuck my pinky through it and thought about a hole the same size in Della Morrison. She’d been so close that her blood had set on my shirt, sticky as old syrup.

I stripped. Changed. A tech with an ID badge came in and started boxing up my clothes.

“I thought you used plastic bags?”

She didn’t look up. “For clothes, we use cardboard. Plastic sweats, and then you get condensation. It can ruin the blood pattern. You get mold too.”

When she was done, she gazed at me, flat, like she couldn’t figure out why I wasn’t crying. You and me both, sister. It seemed like a moment when I should. Maybe the drip explained it.

Later—who knows how much later—I was discharged into an Uber paid for by the state. The hospital staff had been too busy, I hadn’t seen a mirror, and my kindly, solicitous driver sized me up straight away and gave me silence. So nobody told me I still had blood on me. It wasn’t until I got home, picked up the rain-soaked flowers left by some well-wisher, and lifted my key to the door. That’s when I saw it. My arm. The dried spatter.

In movies, traumatized people knock back bourbon or slump fully dressed in the shower. Me, I dropped the wet flowers on the floor in the hallway and simply stared, already trying to build a levee around myself. Anything to hold back the flood. What I felt was too deep, too dangerous to be allowed loose. I focused instead on that checkout-register tone right at the edge of hearing, incessant in my ears. Nobody tells you how loud a handgun is in an enclosed space. Movies get that wrong too.

I felt like somebody had shuffled my brain. Let me stop, slow down, place events in order again.

First came the shooting. 

Then the running and the ambulance.

Whatever had come before all of that had gotten washed away in a torrent of panic. Other than my name and the noise, all I could tell the cops that night was what came after, and they already knew that much. They’d been there, or just about. 

I’d made it out of the school grounds into the arms of a uniformed kid, younger than me anyway, first on the scene and sprinting madly ahead of his older partner. He caught me, and we raced bent double along Mill Hollow, towards a rapidly gathering forest of flashing blue lights. I got bundled into an ambulance the second it arrived, and we played my first game of Repeat Erin’s Name. Maybe it’s just how officials are trained.

“I need to examine you for injuries, Erin. Does anywhere hurt, Erin? You’re doing fine, Erin.”

Hearing my name spoken over and over again, it felt like a chant, a mantra, like I’d accidentally started a cult. The pasted-on, feel-nothing smiles from the ambulance crew didn’t help. You’re one of the lucky ones—that’s what it was selling. All this blood isn’t yours.

I didn’t want to think whose it was. Plenty was Della Morrison’s, I knew that much. Other kids were alive—I’d seen them run—but 400 children go to Cedar Ridge Elementary, and I knew the fates of perhaps ten. Then instinct had dragged me away from danger. 

But what about that other instinct, the one that tells you you’re supposed to stay with children? The one I should have had all along.

“How we doing?”

That cop, the older one, was standing on the sidewalk at the back of the ambulance, his hat in his hand. I’d seen him on Mill Hollow too. Did he help to save me? Could’ve. Didn’t remember. Didn’t know how to reply either: that I’m unharmed, apparently, so why can’t I make my brain work right?

The cop heaved himself into the back and bent low to look into my eyes.

“You did nothing wrong, you hear me.”

Yeah? A half hour ago I abandoned dying kids, so fuck you, badge. He put a steadying hand on my shoulder. “Detectives and the BCI are gonna want to talk to you, but not today. Here’s my card. You call me if you need anything.”

It all began—what—ten hours ago? Twelve? And now I was home, where time was meant to be one thing after another, like normal. But here I was, frozen in the hallway, a statue in grief-sweats from the tragedy bin, my own clothes tagged and boxed as evidence. How could anything be normal again?

My heart was still tuned to go off at every sound, so the rap on the door left me scrambling to breathe before I could get it together enough to peer through the peephole. Eddie, in his shirtsleeves in the middle of the night. Had he been sitting in his car, waiting?

“Shit.”

He must’ve heard that. “Hey,” he called, keeping his voice low. “You okay?”

I had to let him in. What was I gonna do—fake sleep? I opened the door.

“Hey,” he said again. “I saw it on the news.”

In that small space, his bulk crowded me. I backed against the wall, shaking again, even though he was making a face to show he cared. He must have looked up how to do it before he drove over. Or copied it from a dog.

“You been smoking.”

“Jesus, is that your big problem?”

“No, no—I just... Look, I was worried, alright?”

I shook my head. Who isn’t?

He stood there like he was waiting for a fresh script to appear. “They had you on Channel 9, from some guy’s phone.” 

Great. Way to be famous. 

He took a step back and assessed the problem, as he saw it. I heard my mom’s voice: The Lord sees effort, as he started again. “I can’t even... I mean, fuck, Helen, I can’t imagine what it was like. I just wanted to see you. Make sure you’re okay.”

“What the hell are you doing here, Eddie?”

“Like I said, I saw you on the news. You were all bloody, and I—I just needed to see you. Make sure you’re okay.” He shrugged. “You matter to me.”

“I matter to you,” I repeated back at him. Jesus. I closed my eyes, so I didn’t have to watch him test-driving emotions.

“I get it,” he said. “I get we’re not a thing or whatever. I’m not an idiot.”

“You’re idiot enough to believe whoever told you you’re not an idiot.”

In the silence that followed, that small line appeared between his brows. 

“So... you’re not Helen Calley. You’re Erin Callahan. That’s what they said on the news.”

I spread my arms to show the blood. “Are you kidding me right now? That’s what you wanna talk about?”

“I’m here for you at three in the morning, and you didn’t even tell me your right name!”

I opened the door, then slammed it behind him. He shouted that I was a bitch from the walkway. I shouted that he was a dick to the empty hallway, then I picked up the flowers and shook my head at them: can you believe this guy?

❧

In the yellow dresser I found an ancient vape, and thanked whichever God had been off duty today that it had some charge left. Barely any flavor, like sucking on an old candy wrapper, but at least it was less of a personal failure than finding a bottle. Yay me. I drew on it a few times, then shoved it into my pocket. My fingers grazed something small.

I pulled out the card the cop had given me. Officer Mark Kessler, it said, and on the back, in a tight, crabbed hand, a case number and: Call if you need me, followed by his direct line. What was it he’d said? That I’d have a visit from detectives and...? someone else, some other capital-letter agency. It wasn’t the FBI, it was...

I didn’t want to look it up, didn’t want to know. But my hands knew my mind was screwed, and they’d taken over, handling things before my brain could interrupt.

They reached for my phone and I saw Eddie had WhatsApped me maybe a hundred times. There were messages from Ty and a half-dozen other names, even one from Danny Krawczyk, probably parked at some roadside diner a thousand miles from here. Sixteen missed calls from Mom. Was that a new record? I wasn’t calling back—not now. She had a way of clawing at memories until they bled, and I was already remembering too much.

A small fist wrapped around my skirt. 

“Miss Callahan?” Della’s voice, clear as a bell in my head.

Then the other memory, the one I kept trying to push away. The red hoodie in the doorway. He’d pushed up his sleeves to the elbow, like he was getting down to work. My thumb, desperately mashing 9-1-1 on the screen. The door opening before I could hit send.

I’d flung the phone at him. It hit him hard, on the bare skin of his forearm. Fucker didn’t even look at me. Just raised his gun.

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to banish the picture. 

Think of something else. Think about the problem at hand. 

So I Googled: who questions you after a school shooting?

The Ohio Bureau of Criminal Investigation. BCI. That’s what Kessler had said.

This was better. Tasks. 

Tasks are easier than feelings.

I spent an hour digging. Do I get my clothes back? How long does the investigation take? And—this one mattered, because my head was still leaking from the seams—What happens if I don’t answer questions?

I dropped my phone when it vibrated in my hand. Another message from Mom. “Pick up. We’re all praying for you.”

Nothing from Dad, of course. 

I needed another chore, anything to keep my hands busy, anything to keep my mind off my mind. My eyes drifted around the room—the garbage, the folded pile of laundry—and then they landed on the flowers I’d dumped on the kitchen counter after Eddie left. 

Gerbera daisies and baby’s breath in fancy-ass wrapping, their stems probably crushed now, dripping rainwater. Just another mess I’d have to clean up. I didn’t even know if I owned a vase. I’d just stick them in the sink for now. The ribbons were already limp, the cellophane smeared with dirt, and tucked deep inside the wrapping was a small, plain white card. I almost missed it. Probably just a generic note from a well-wisher. Thinking of you. Perfect. Fucking. Timing.

I held the bouquet over the sink and pulled the card free. Crisp and stiff, as impersonal as a receipt—small, square, plain. 

No name. Just five printed words. 

The air punched from my lungs and my stomach bottomed out.

“I killed them for you.”
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Chapter 2: The Invasion
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That’s another thing movies get wrong: nobody ever just calls the cops.

Well screw that. You never saw anybody dial 9-1-1 quicker. I’d have broken even more records if my hands weren’t shaking so badly that it took me three tries to get the numbers right. 

“9-1-1, what is your emergency?”

The dispatcher’s voice was flat, bored, and a million miles away. She took my report like this kind of thing happened all the time, like somebody had vandalized my gate or dinged my car. Yet more corporate repetition of my name: “Lock the door, Erin. Wait for the officers to arrive, Erin.” As if I hadn’t already slammed every deadbolt home, as if I hadn’t considered pushing the dresser against the door. 

I’d dropped the card as soon as I saw it—those five words could have burned a hole in my hand. But I could still see it on the counter, from my new position on the kitchen floor. I closed my eyes and found I was gasping for air, my pulse pounding, the terror a cold flood rising. That crushing, sinking, drowning feeling. Every creak of the old house was him, whoever the hell he was, coming back to finish the job. Outside, the night was a wall of impenetrable black, and inside I’d slammed my eyes shut like a child avoiding a nightmare.

“Miss Callahan?”

Not now.

“Miss Calley?”

A small hand tugging at my skirt. Della’s voice in my head.

“I’m scared.”

Bang. Bang. Bang.

The sound made me leap. My doorbell had been busted for months. Neighbors, when they tapped at all, tapped soft for parcel deliveries, loud when it was two in the goddamn morning already. But this banging was different—an official, two-handed, uniformed thump.

Dawn was nudging in—gray and wet, as though the world had started over without me. I crawled to the door and squinted through the peephole to see a pair of plainclothes cops, one of them holding up a badge in the growing light. He was two steps ahead of the other, but stepped back to let her speak when I opened the door.

“Erin Callahan?” she said, as though the world hadn’t gone to hell since I last slept. “Fairfield County Sheriff’s Office. I’m Detective Lomax and this is—”

She was neat and tight, solid in her gray pantsuit. I immediately forgot the name of her partner, the one with the glasses and a careful, contained face.

“We’re very sorry for your loss,” he said.

“Our condolences,” she added. “May we come in?”

I picked the chair next to the dresser that I never use because it’s not comfortable. I’d forgotten how upright it made me. She made three instant coffees, and without comment moved a Marie Claire off the sofa so her partner could sit. He didn’t. He didn’t even look at me, he just got out a notebook and placed it beside the flowers and the card on the kitchen counter, and started with his phone and his blue plastic gloves, turning the bouquet to capture every angle, landscape and portrait. 

“Miss Callahan,” she began, leaving Glasses to do his work. “It was a terrible thing, what happened yesterday. We’re all reeling, everybody. It’s hit the whole community.” 

She talked in soft-edged pieces, leaving gaps in conversation for others to fill. But right now I had nothing to contribute to what the whole community felt, so there was just silence. 

“We’re working under Major Brenner out of Lancaster Division of Police, and I’m responsible for collecting witness statements. In time you’ll likely hear from other agencies—crisis response, counseling and so on. And in the next hour the forensics team will arrive here to do a study of... of the delivery you received. But we have an active investigation right now. We need to move quickly, so we can’t wait for them. I hope you understand. Can we call you Erin?”

Sure. 

“Okay Erin. Let’s start with the basics. Are you okay?”

I laughed dryly. No.

She nodded. “You will be.” She left another space. “You don’t know who sent you these flowers?”

I shook my head.

“And you have no idea why?”

“I mean—he says, on the card...” I pointed to the flowers, as though they might have forgotten about them. She nodded again, keeping it slow, letting my pulse ease off, letting her calm wrap around me.

“He? You think: the shooter?”

I glared at her: “Who else was it going to be?”

She nodded. “We understand there was a single shooter?”

“I only saw one.”

“That’s what we think, too. We think he managed to exit the school before our units entered the building. Now I know this is hard, but can you help us build a picture of him?”

I closed my eyes, trying to see it and trying not to look at the same time. “He wasn’t Black.” Who is around here? “Not Mexican either. Latino. Not that.” Not fat, not skinny. Not tall or short. Not old or young. In my telling, my classroom was destroyed by somebody with no features whatsoever. He’d worn a scarf up over his nose, like he was about to knock over a stagecoach, not a school. To me, he was just a shape with a gun and a face he didn’t want me to see.

Lomax paused and decided to start again, to keep things simple.

“How was he dressed?”

“He had—yeah, a red shirt. Like, a faded red. It was real big, long on him.” 

“Anything written on it?”

I shook my head: no idea.

“What about his hair?”

“I—I don’t know.” Glasses didn’t look up from his forensic photoshoot, he just asked: “Bald?”

“No, no—” I was excited now, I had something. “He had a hood up. His top was a hoodie, like an oversize one. Red oversized hoodie. I couldn’t see his hair—I’m sorry, I’m trying.”

“You’re doing great,” said Lomax. 

I am, aren’t I? I remembered one thing, and that wasn’t the thing you asked about. Whoop.

“Did you interact with him at all?”

“Hold on, wait, I have my own questions here. Do you know—do you know the names of anybody yet?”

“The victims?” Lomax said, gently. “I’m so sorry Erin, we’re still collecting details. And specialist officers are still working with the families. We can’t release any information yet.”

I sat back and looked at the ceiling in silence. Glasses moved beside Lomax, glanced at his notes, and picked up the thread. “The last question was: did you interact with the shooter at all?”

“Not really, no.”

“Is that ‘No’?”

“I mean... not really, I just—I hit him and then he started shooting and—”

“Hold on, you hit him?”

“With my phone, I was trying to—”

“You hit him with your phone?” Glasses asked. “That phone? Right there?”

They both leaned toward it on the table. Lomax nodded to Glasses. “We’ll have to take this into property.”

“Wait, what—? No, hold on, I need that.”

“Write her a receipt, Demko.” Alex Demko: that was Glasses, that’s how she’d introduced him. He lifted it like it was a live grenade and began working it into an evidence bag.

“But that’s my phone,” I told her. “I’ll lose all my messages, my contacts.”

“They’re stored on the cloud,” she said. “You can just download them again.”

“Oh, great. I’ll just download them onto the imaginary phone I keep in my ass.”

“What’s the passcode?” said Demko. “Saves time.”

I winced. 0-1-0-4. My birthday. He made a note again while Lomax pressed the button on the side through the plastic bag and looked carefully at the screen. “You have a lot of missed messages. Mostly your mom.”

Expressionless Demko raised his eyebrows. 

I looked down. My hands were knotted in my lap, so I made them lie flat. My fingers had gone white. When I looked up again the room was charged with the kind of stillness that waits to bite. 

“Do you know your mom’s number,” Lomax asked, “so you can call from another phone?”

“Of course I do.” It’s on a sticker inside the cover of one of the Bibles she gave me. Close enough, right?

“Okay, good. So. Let’s go through the timeline, so I have it straight. Did you hear anything strange before he came in your classroom?”

“What, like noises? I heard some shouting and then it was, like, boom, straight away, shooting.”

“He was shooting up your room?”

“No, next door, in Caterpillar. Steve Dublin’s room. Stephen with a P-H.” Dead.

“Got it,” said Demko.

“What’s your class called?” asked Lomax.

“Lightning Bugs.” Dead. Dead. Dead. But the sympathy in her eyes was a foothold. I could keep going.

“And then what?”

“Well—it went quiet for a moment. Or no shooting, anyway. I got the kids under the tables. I grabbed my phone—I was gonna call you guys. And the next thing, he came into my room and—”

The hammering on the door was so loud it felt like it was coming through the wall. Demko was on his feet before I could react. He opened the door to a group of uniformed cops and lab coats carrying silver briefcases. He nodded at them, then turned to us. “They’ve got the warrant.”

Lomax stood. “The team is here to do a full forensic sweep of the house, Erin. It’s standard procedure.”

It didn’t feel standard. It felt like an invasion. They moved through my space with quiet gloves and sharp eyes, their presence turning my home—turning my life—into a crime scene.

I watched them from the kitchen, stranded behind the U-shaped counter as they took over the room. One of them dusted the narrow hallway, his movements so precise he didn’t even brush the wall on his way to the dark staircase. Another catalogued the living area, his gaze sweeping over the overflowing bookcases where takeout menus were now potential exhibits, filed between the paperbacks I hadn’t read. 

Go on, dust the unpaid bills. Take my student debt into custody, and see if you can make it die falling down the stairs.

Even my one point of pride, the dresser I’d painstakingly refurbished in a defiant splash of yellow, took on the status of a suspect, its surface photographed from three different angles like a mugshot. They documented the stiff, upright chair beside it. They photographed the only picture I had of my dad—a metal frame around me aged about fourteen, and him in a checked shirt, faded yellow by the sun, by some blurry lakeside.

From there, they moved into a detailed audit of a sofa whose springs had long surrendered, buried under a woven gray throw I found in a thrift store, picked ragged by some other woman’s cat. God knows what revelations they thought I’d stuffed down there. The only bright spot was when one of the techs nudged the IKEA lamp and—as it always does—it sagged slowly to a drunken angle. I watched in quiet triumph as he battled to right it again. Not so easy, is it?

They took the flowers, the card, my fingerprints, and a DNA swab. They catalogued the thin curtains at the front and sampled the cheap plastic blinds at the back, while I tried to pretend nobody here was aware of the smell of dust. Outside, two guys were taking details of nearby CCTV cameras, their search extending into the weed-choked patch of dirt I called a garden. They even cleared my overflowing garbage. For a second, I thought they were helping me to tidy up. Turns out that was just more evidence.

I stood in a fast-flowing river, watching pieces of my life—the sad, the messy, the private—get swept away in Ziplock and latex. And then, as quickly as they’d arrived, they were all gone. The forensic coats filed out without a word. Demko managed a clipped, “Take care,” without making eye contact. Lomax did it for both of them, holding my gaze for a second, before adding, “Look after yourself. We’ll be in touch.”

Then they moved on to the next job. To the next screwed-up life.

What was left for me? A mess. Heartache. And a fucked-up, three-way orgy of guilt: For somehow provoking the shooting. For surviving it. For not understanding a damn thing. 

All I know is they are dead, and I am unharmed. 

That’s what they tell me. Unharmed. 

That’s really what they said.

So now I was alone, left with the simple job of putting myself back together. Too numb to cry, too frozen to tremble, but somehow it was my job to rebuild everything. Every time I tried to get a handle on what had happened to me, it changed form—too close to focus on, then too distant to see. Too sharp to touch, then too blunt to be real. Too dark to unravel, then so bright it burned.

So instead, I looked at the house and started thinking in practical steps. Hands, not heart.

I’d love to say the cops had trashed the place—but I’d already been doing a pretty solid job of that on my own. If anything, they’d done me a favor. Drawers I’d meant to clear out forever were suddenly wide open. I spent the rest of the morning filling Hefty bags, and by the end of it, the place looked better than it had in years.

And the busywork gave me just enough clarity to start shaping a plan. Plans and tasks—that’s what you do when your head’s been scraped raw. You keep your hands busy so the thoughts don’t settle.

I didn’t know what I was aiming for. Survival, maybe. And a job. The school would need someone to blame, and until the manhunt turned something up, paraprofessionals were the bottom-shelf. Cheap. Disposable. Cannon fodder for the outrage machine. I had to get ahead of it. Call Principal Greevy, remind her I was still human.

Except my phone was gone, bagged and tagged. My car was still behind yellow police tape.

So I needed a multi-step plan. 

And step one meant getting into character.
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Chapter 3: The Watcher
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I packed a bag with the clothes I’d need for Mom, then spent an hour in front of the mirror, patching the cracks in the facade, faking eight hours of sleep and a life where I wasn’t the girl the police were circling because she gets Congratulations-On-Your-Massacre flowers.

The goal: look hot, look effortless, look like the other me. The one guys knew as “Helen”, who walks into a man’s house like she still has something he wants. Ty Holcomb had wanted that thing plenty. Maybe he wouldn’t be thrilled to see me turn up at his workplace, but it was better than showing up at his home, and I was pretty sure I could talk him into handing over the keys to a truck.

I peeked through the window. The media had gotten to the school only ten minutes after cops arrived, and hit the hospital right after that. Safe bet they’d be scouting for survivors to put on camera. But there was nothing outside, just East 6th in all her glory: a cat’s cradle of power lines strung over narrow houses on plots that were more crabgrass than green. Vinyl siding and sagging porches, and families stuffing their problems into trash cans already begging for mercy.

But no branded news van with a dish. Guess I wasn’t today’s tragedy. This might even work.

It stopped working straight away. I was still locking my door when I heard a voice behind me.

“Hey Erin.”

It took me a second to recognize him. Out of his blues, but still himself. Ball cap in hand. 

“Officer Kessler. Mark. We met yesterday. It’s my day off” — his eyes flicked, registering my legs — “and I was nearby, so I thought I’d drop in, see how you’re doing.”

I kept sweet smiles on standby. “Thanks for thinking of me. I’m, y’know — okay. It’s a lot.”

“Mmm.”

My skirt was too short. I knew it. He knew it. He looked away, up the street, put his cap back on and straightened it. 

I had to say something. There was too much silence.

“So ... you live around here?”

He sniffed.

“No, up near the university,” he said, without looking at me. “Well ... just wanted to check in. But I see you’re doing fine, so I’ll...”

And with that he walked off.

Nothing I could do to make this look good. He’d tell Lomax and Demko, for sure. But that was tomorrow’s mess. Today’s came first. 

It came fast.

May is why they invented air conditioning. Twenty minutes into my walk to Ty’s place, the big look-at-my-tits necklace I’d picked out was glued to my chest. Ty knew where to find them without any help, so I yanked it off and tossed it in my bag.

By the time I got to Forest Rose, I understood why they call them dirt roads. Dust caked my shins, stuck in dried sweat dots like I’d been dipped in grit. Do real Steve Maddens hurt this bad, or is that the point—pain you can show off?

Halfway there, I found a Dunkin’ with a restroom out back, where I washed my legs and stuck my pits under the hand dryer. The place smelled like burnt sugar and fryer grease. My hair was giving strong post-bail energy. I pinned it up best I could and gave the mirror a look.

“That’s some bleak shit.”

My eyeliner had melted into black rivulets down my cheeks. I wiped it away, drew on a fresh line, drowned myself in deodorant, and set off again. It made little difference. I was still twenty yards away when Ty came out from under Arnie’s bay door in his overalls and grinned.

“Jesus, you look like a raccoon.”

At ten feet: “Smell like one too.”

“Could be worse—I could be a dead raccoon.”

“Sure, if you had better hair.”

I slumped onto a pile of tires.

“I was at Cedar Ridge, Ty.”

I’d never told him where I worked. That was the whole point of Helen: separate lives. He stood in silence, mouth slack.

His face fell. “Jesus... Are you..?” 

How do you finish that question? How do you answer? I just put my head down.

He took two steps back, looking off at the horizon. After a moment: “One of the guys here, his best pal has kids there. Did you know anyone who was...”

I still had my head down, but he read it on me.

“Jesus...”

The grief swelled inside me, threatening to swamp the levees. Any movement, and it could all come tumbling out. He stepped closer—maybe to hug me, maybe to ask—but I couldn’t bear either. 

Control this now. Cap it. Shove it all back down. 

I wiped my nose, sat up straighter. “Christ, I’m thirsty.”

He snapped back to here and now, and handed over a cold Coke from the vending machine, already cracked. Ten seconds more silence while I chugged and figured out how much truth he was good for.

“Ty, I need to get to my mom’s to borrow cash, but my car is stuck behind police tape at the school. I need to borrow some wheels to get there.”

“Can’t you just call her?”

“Cops took my phone. They think it has the shooter’s DNA on it.”

“Shit—you got that close to him?”

“A car, Ty. Do you have one or not?”

“I got twenty on the lot, but I can’t just hand them out.”

“I just need to borrow one. Two hours, three tops.”

He considered. “I guess you can borrow Arnie’s. He’s off golfing with his buddies. But not one ding—he loves that car more than his kids.”

The look I gave was icier than I wanted. He winced. “Sorry.”

I needed this car. Let it pass.

“Back by five, or he’ll can my ass,” he said as he handed me the keys. “And no smoking in it!”

❧

Mom believed in God and Man. I’d heard too much about the first and seen too much of the second to believe in either anymore.

Halfway to her house, I pulled into a deserted turn-off by a patch of woods. In the cramped backseat of Arnie’s BMW, I wrestled out of Helen and into Erin—out of the tight skirt and into the bland, competent suit I saved for job interviews and bank loans. Helen got zipped into a bag on the floor. Never the twain shall meet.

The turn-off gave way to Mom’s part of town, where the world went quiet except for the drone of other people’s effort: lawnmowers, leaf blowers, the rhythmic tck-tck-tck of a sprinkler head watering a perfect bed of azaleas. The air smelled of cut grass, and probably of money too: I wouldn’t really know.

She could have come to visit me, of course, but that’s not how things worked. The Lord had blessed her with all a sixty-year-old woman could need, except for three things: grandkids she could hug, car insurance she trusted to survive downtown parking, and an immune system that let her anywhere near the kind of folk who worked outdoors. According to her, she’d break out in hives just by driving by somebody picking strawberries. 

It’s a miracle she got out of the house at all, especially if Pastor Joel DuMont was on TV.

I expected the usual interrogation, the third degree about what I was wearing and why I hadn’t called sooner. But the woman who was halfway down the lawn the moment I arrived wasn’t the Colleen I knew. She was pale, her eyes red-rimmed, and before I could even kill the engine, she was pulling open the car door. I barely had time to spit out my breathmint cover-story before she was crushing me against her ribcage. For a tiny woman, she’s pure Appalachian bear. Years of self-denial, self-improvement, self-righteousness and Pilates. I half expected her to drag me inside for the full ritual mauling. But instead:

“Oh, Erin, honey. Thank God. Thank God you’re okay.”

She wasn’t letting go. I could feel her small body trembling against mine. It was the most surprising thing that had happened all week.

I had to nearly die before Mom started treating me like I was alive.

She finally pulled back, wiped her eyes, and led me in by the hand like I was thirteen again. She sat me down on the sofa, fussing over me, making tea, acting for all the world like a mother. It was so out of character I didn’t know how to react. Even when she said, “You smell like cigarettes,” her voice had no hint of accusation.

“It’s the cops,” I said. “They were smoking. They came by this morning.”

Her mouth pinched like a cat’s asshole. There she was. “They never smoked on duty in my day.”

They never did anything in her day. 

“What I don’t get is why they’re bothering you at a time like this,” she continued, her old self slowly reasserting control. “You didn’t do anything wrong. They should be out looking for him.”

“They needed a description, I guess. They’re probably asking everyone who... Mom, listen—I need a loan. I’m sorry. I know. But I do.”

I expected the lecture, the sigh. Instead, she just nodded, her eyes welling up again. “Of course, baby. Of course. Anything you need.”

Either I’m dying, or she is.

While she went to fetch her purse, I glanced around what she still called the “front parlor.” Spotless. Her beloved Queen Anne table, packed with framed photos. And in the corner, the shrine to Dominion of Light. Pamphlets, CDs for the old guard, neatly folded t-shirts with the dove-and-cross logo, each sealed in cellophane to keep the sin out. A pile of on-brand, sky-blue cardboard files—notes, instructions, records—all perfectly stacked.
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