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PROLOGUE
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SUMMER? MY FAVORITE time of year. Vacation? My favorite subject in school. So why wasn’t I happy? I guess nobody would be happy about losing their father to cancer. My family isn’t rich—we live on the outskirts of the city, in a tiny house where my parents shared one room and left the other for us kids. I go to a public school. My dad’s job was what put food on the table. My mom’s job? Honestly, ironing clothes doesn’t support any family, especially when you’ve got three kids. My siblings, Bernardo and Melissa, are pretty useless. They’re in summer school every quarter, and Bernardo even failed seventh grade. Two deadbeats—they don’t clean their room, they don’t wash the dishes, they don’t get good grades, which is literally their only job. They don’t help with anything. I help my mom clean the house, cook the meals, and deliver the laundry. And I’m only eleven. Seriously, I’m the most useful person in this family. I have no idea why everyone treats me like garbage.

My father was the best person in the world. He did good for everyone. He was an amazing cook, but he never had the money to open a restaurant, so he delivered mail. The job didn’t pay shit—just minimum wage—but it was more than my mom made. Even working as hard as he did, he took me to the park every Sunday on his day off to feed the fish. He’d play soccer with me and my brother. He’d donate money we didn’t really have to charity. “One less piece of meat at dinner isn’t going to starve you to death,” he used to say. “You have parents who love you, you go to school. What do those poor people have? Nobody loves them. We should always do a good deed.” And I agree completely.

Bernardo is five years older than me. Even though he’s a dumbass, he’s captain of the school team. Hard to find anyone more popular than him. His reputation started because he’s got talent with a ball—one of the best on the soccer team—and it spread because he always fucks with the teachers. That gets him in trouble about once a week. Right before break, he posted a video of his Portuguese teacher getting rejected. The video blew up online. Let’s just say he’s suspended until the end of the month once vacation’s over.

Melissa is a year younger than Bernardo, but they’re in the same grade. She’s gorgeous—she can have any boy she wants. Her boyfriend, Rafael, makes fun of me every single day, and she does nothing about it. She thinks he’s just joking. She has no idea how much it hurts me.

I’m a fucking loser, according to my classmates. An amoeba. A little fag. A pussy. So many names. I’m in love with a girl who doesn’t even know my name. Her name is Gabriella. She’s beautiful—blonde hair, honey-colored eyes. But she’s dating Jonas Delbo, the rich kid. The girl I like with the guy I hate. Perfect couple, don’t you think?

“Connor, put down that diary and come help me,” my mom said, and then disappeared.

“It’s not a diary, it’s a memory book,” I muttered to myself, and went to help her.

I try not to piss her off or disappoint her as much as possible. I try to be a good son. But almost nothing I do makes her happy. Maybe it never will.

“What do you need me to do, Mom?” I asked, leaning against the kitchen doorframe while she stirred a pot of soup.

“I need you to deliver the laundry to Mr. Delbo’s house. The address is on the paper.”

“Sure, Mom.” And once again I’d have to cross the entire city. Alone. Hungry. She handed me the clothes and the paper.

“Don’t you dare wrinkle, dirty, or lose those clothes,” she warned. “If the money comes up short, don’t even bother coming home. There won’t be any food for you.” I nodded.

I headed toward the rich part of town. I walked for a solid sixty minutes and finally reached my destination. From far away, I could already see the white fence surrounding the house. As I got closer, my attention was completely fixed on the mansion. It took up at least half a block and had to be three stories, minimum. Old-fashioned paint job that gave it an air of mystery and wealth. I walked to the door and rang the bell. I waited a few minutes until someone opened it.

A tall, bald man stared at me. His eyes, clear as the sky on a sunny day, met mine, and a smile—not a very nice one, honestly—spread across his face. I admit I was a little creeped out. I’d never seen anyone smile at me for that long while staring like that.

“I brought Mr. Delbo’s clothes,” I said, a little stuttery.

“That would be me. Come in, kid. I’ll get the money.” And another smile spread across his face.

I stepped inside and saw some kids running around, others with their mothers, a few people eating, some at the bar laughing at some adult joke that was probably stupid. But the thing that caught my attention most was that every single person there was smiling. A real smile. They were happy. Except for Jonas, who was glaring at me with pure hatred. I felt something inside me, besides the hunger. A strange feeling. Mr. Delbo appeared and handed me the money. I counted it and saw there was more than agreed.

“I’m sorry, sir. There’s ten reais extra here.”

“That’s fine, keep it. Buy yourself some candy or a toy.”

“Thank you, Mr. Delbo. Have a good day.” I smiled, and a sigh escaped with it. I turned around and heard a shout.

“Hey, kid!” I spun around. “What’s your name?”

“Connor, sir.”

“So, Connor. Are you hungry?” I looked at him but didn’t say anything. “You don’t have to call me sir. You can call me Carlos. Come on in, let’s eat. There’s plenty of food.”

I thought about refusing. My mom wouldn’t like knowing I accepted food from one of her clients. But my stomach was screaming for it. I nodded and followed him inside. A bunch of kids stopped running and stared at me, a little surprised, but then they went back to running, like I was a normal person. Like I was one of them. Except Jonas, who shot his father a furious look. Carlos didn’t give a shit and led me to the table.

Carlos served me a full plate: rice, beans, broccoli, mashed potatoes, and chicken. I sat down at the table, quiet, and started eating. Everyone was talking normally. I figured out they were all family—a welcome-home lunch for Carlos’s uncle who’d just come back from a trip. I finished my meal, thanked everyone, and left. That same strange feeling I had when I arrived came washing over me again. Envy. They have a family. They’re really happy. And I don’t. My siblings barely know I exist. My mom just uses my good will. And my dad is dead.

The walk back took longer than the walk there because I had to go up all the streets I’d come down. I got home and put the money on the table. Not all of it—just the amount she was expecting. I kept the extra ten reais in my pocket.

“Come eat, Connor,” my mom said, and I went to the table. I wasn’t hungry, but I forced myself to eat. She couldn’t know I’d accepted food from one of her clients. I finished eating and went to my room. I hid the extra money Mr. Delbo had given me in a piggy bank and lay down on my bed. Random thoughts flooded my head, and I fell asleep.
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“YOU LITTLE SHIT! I’M going to kill you!” I woke up to screaming and my mom slapping me. “You really think you can steal my money? The money from my work? You’re going to pay for this!”

She found out.

I heard footsteps, and Bernardo walked into the room. He held my mom back for a moment, long enough for me to get up and run. I ran as fast as I could away from the house. I know I’ll have to go back, but I figured it was better to wait until she cooled down.
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AFTER ALMOST TWO DAYS away from home, I decided to go back. Gabriel’s parents had been really cool about letting me sleep over. They said I could stay longer, but I didn’t want to overstep. I snuck in quietly and went to my room. Bernardo and Melissa were sitting on their beds. They had welts on their arms and scratches on their faces.

“She found out. Not just your money. Ours too,” Melissa said.

“I don’t get it. How did you guys have money?” I asked, surprised.

“We’ve been working,” Bernardo answered. “After Dad died, Mom turned into a fucking witch. The bruises on my body—they’re not from fights at school like I tell everyone. She beats me every day. She thinks we killed Dad.”

“I don’t think you killed him. I know you did.” My mother appeared at the bedroom door holding a belt. “Your father’s death is your fault! Glad you showed up, Connor. Now I can give you what you deserve.”
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SCHOOL STARTED AGAIN. I went a little earlier than usual. With everything going on at home, it’s better to be at school.

“Hey, faggot. How’s it going?” Jonas appeared in front of me. Matheus and Gabriella were right behind him. “Hand over your snack. Quick! Or I’ll have to give you a beating just like your mom does.”

Or not.

I opened my backpack and handed him my lunch. And here comes another day where I’ll go hungry. I don’t have much choice about what Jonas does. Like I said, it’s a public school. Nobody gives a shit what happens in here, unless it goes against one of them—the staff. So Jonas can steal my lunch and beat me as much as he wants, and absolutely nothing will happen. No suspension. No warning. Nothing. And the worst part is, he does it for pure fun.
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A WEEK HAS PASSED SINCE my mom found our piggy banks. Bernardo and Melissa are still working, but they don’t keep the money at home anymore. They leave it at the house of Melissa’s friend, Raquel. They’ve known each other since they were little, and I can honestly say she’s trustworthy. They said that as soon as they save up enough money, they’re going to run away. And they promised to take me with them. Until then, I keep getting beaten.
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CHAPTER 1
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THE SUN WAS COMING through my window this morning. It would have been a normal, ordinary day, if not for my mother’s funeral. I got a shock when I looked in the mirror—my eyes were swollen, my face red and crumpled. Eight years had passed since my father died, and in all that time, barely a tear had dared to fall from my eyes. Seeing myself like this, I couldn’t recognize myself. You’re probably wondering: why is he so torn up about his mother dying, when all she ever did was hurt him? Even though she beat me, I loved her. She was my mother, and nothing changes that. I washed my face, hoping it would help my appearance at least a little. It didn’t. I put on my father’s suit and sat down on the couch. What the hell is my life going to be from now on? No parents, no siblings, no skills, and the bills are coming in less than a month. As the only family member left, the little money my mother had, the car she bought a few months ago, and the house all went to me. I grabbed the flowers I’d bought a few hours earlier and headed to the funeral.

There was hardly anyone at the cemetery. My mother didn’t have many friends. I think I know where I get it from. I spotted a bench and went to sit down. The day was pleasant—a cloudless sky, temperature around thirty degrees Celsius, and a cool breeze. The cemetery would have been a really nice place for a walk: the grass a rich green, flowers everywhere, stone pathways. Of course, you’d have to ignore the fact that it was full of dead people. I noticed the priest had arrived and walked over to him. Hello. Connor Montez? This is the police. We need you to come to the station immediately. I relived one of the worst moments of my life. I’m sorry, sir. She was murdered. We found her body near the house, in an empty lot. Tears ran down my face. The only person left in my family was dead now. The priest ended his speech with “May God keep her in Paradise,” and the coffin was lowered.

I staggered to the car, barely keeping my balance, eyes brimming. I buried my father, and now my mother. The cause of death hasn’t been determined—we don’t know if it was from the multiple stab wounds, the gunshot, or strangulation. That’ll only be clear in the autopsy report. I kicked the car tire hard. Why do I have to remember the night they found her? I jumped when I looked to the side and saw Jonas.

“Hey, um, sorry for showing up unannounced. I heard you lost your mother. I’m really sorry.”

“Yeah, I’m sure you are,” I said sarcastically, and got in the car.

I watched his blank face in the rearview mirror until I turned the corner. How did he have the guts, the nerve, to show up at my mother’s funeral? I turned on the radio to distract myself, but the tears started streaming down my face again when I heard the first verse of John Lennon’s “Stand by Me.” Even though it hurt, I listened to the whole song. It’s one of those things that remind me of her. Why does everything have to remind me of the past? The smell of the car, a song, a park, even a goddamn bug. I’m sick of it.

[image: ]

I LOOKED AT THE CLOCK. 9 p.m. I started getting worried. My mother didn’t usually take this long at the market. I left my room and went to the door to see if she was coming. No sign of her. I went back inside the house. The night was freezing. I sat down on the couch and caught myself staring at the wall. The phone rang. I walked to the kitchen in long strides to answer it.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Connor Montez? This is the police. We need you to come to the station immediately.”

“Sure, but can I ask why?”

“We have news regarding Martha Montez. We’ll be waiting for you.” And the cop hung up.

I put the phone back on the hook and went to my room to grab a jacket. I put on my boots and grabbed the car keys. I was sure of it—something had happened to my mother. It wasn’t normal for her to be late, let alone for the police to call the house.

Hands shaking, I walked to the car and started it. I was nervous. I couldn’t lose anyone else. People need to stop disappearing from my life!

I parked and ran to the police station door. My head was boiling, I was sweating, my hands were still trembling, and a million things were crowding my mind. I froze. I couldn’t move. The possibility of losing someone else turned everything upside down. I couldn’t handle it. The past came flooding back all at once. The image of my mother crying in the hospital, Bernardo punching the wall, Melissa curled up in a chair, me alone in the waiting room. And once again, I was alone. I gathered my courage and opened the door. A cop looked at me with pity and came over.

“Sir, first room down the hall.”

I didn’t thank him. I just went to the room, eyes fixed on the floor. I knocked and heard a “Come in.” The man looked at me with sympathy. Why did everyone look at me with pity? I’m not a kid!

“Where’s my mother?” I asked.

“I’m sorry, sir. She was murdered. We found her body near the house, in an empty lot.”

My world collapsed. My legs gave out and I fell to my knees. Tears streamed down my face. I whispered “no” over and over. Everything was blurry. I lifted my head and stared at the detective.

“How?” I asked, and he seemed confused. “How was she killed?”

“The cause of death hasn’t been determined. We don’t know if it was from the multiple stab wounds, the gunshot, or strangulation. That’ll only be clear in the autopsy report.”

I couldn’t breathe. Who could do something so cruel? She never did anything to anyone. She didn’t deserve to suffer like that. I wiped away my tears and ran out of the room. I ran as fast as I could to the car. I started it and drove home.
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MY PHONE RANG. UNKNOWN number. Of course it was unknown—I didn’t have anyone’s number except Gabriel’s, my only friend, who was at work right then. I didn’t answer, but the person called again, and I pulled the car over.

“Hello.”

“Connor Montez?”

“Yeah, who’s this?”

“This is Detective Sanches. I need you to come to the station again. We have some questions for you.”

“Today of all days? I just left my mother’s funeral. Don’t you think one person’s had enough suffering?”

“Please, sir. It won’t take long.”

And once again, I had to go back to the station. I turned off the radio and drove in silence. A little over fifteen minutes later, I was in the waiting room, waiting for this Detective Sanches.

“Connor? Please, follow me.”

“Of course, sir.”

I walked into a pretty dark room. There was just a table and two chairs. I sat in one. The man sat in the other. He looked a little over fifty, wearing a loose white shirt—like he’d bought it a size too big—and black pants. He ran his hand through his gray hair and adjusted his glasses. He had a badge hanging from his shirt: Alberto Sanches.

“Coffee?” he offered.

“No, thanks.”

“Well then, let’s get started. Since the news was a shock to you, I waited until after the funeral for this interview. I’m going to ask you some routine questions. Your answers might give us a lead on who’s behind the murder.”

“Alright,” I nodded.

“Mr. Montez, where were you on the night your mother disappeared?”

“At home.”

“Can you prove that? Was anyone with you?”

“I was alone, but there are hidden cameras at the front door and in the living room, if you want to check.”

“Of course. But why hidden cameras?” He looked pretty curious.

“The ones at the door were my mother’s idea—security reasons. The ones in the living room were installed by my brother. My mother used to beat us. Bernardo wanted to have evidence against her if something more serious ever happened to him.”

“Why did your mother beat you and your siblings?”

“She blamed us for my father’s death.”

“Did you kill him?”

“No, Jesus. He died of cancer.”

“Then why did she blame you?”

“Honestly? Martha was already half-crazy. After my father died, she completely lost it.”

“Going back to the cameras—how long have they been installed?”

“Seven years.”

“And your siblings? Where are they?”

“I don’t know, sir. They ran away four years ago, and I haven’t heard from either of them since.”

“Did your mother have any enemies?” he asked, jotting something down in a notepad.

“She didn’t even have friends, let alone enemies. My mother hadn’t talked to anyone since my father died, except for grocery store cashiers and clients.”

“Clients? What did your mother do?”

“She did laundry and ironing.”

“Longtime clients? I need names.”

“Yeah, pretty old clients. I didn’t know them, sorry.”

“You didn’t know any of them? Please, try to remember.”

“I’m remembering one. What was his name? Carlos... Carlos Delbo. But I doubt he’s involved. He was always really nice. Can’t say the same about his son, though.”

“We’ll look into it. Thank you, Mr. Montez. You’ve been very helpful.”

“Keep me posted.”

I headed toward the diner where Gabriel worked. It had been a few days since we’d talked. The place was open-air, set up in a parking lot. Half the space was for parking spots, while tables were spread across the other half. Little lights hung over the tables, lighting up the place at night. I parked, and he came right over to me.

“Dude, it’s been forever! Get out of that car and come give me a hug.” I closed the door and he hugged me. Gabriel seemed to know exactly what I needed right then—comfort. “I’m really sorry about your mother.”

“Thanks,” I said, pulling out of his arms. I changed the subject to keep from crying. “So what’s new? Did you and Rebeca really break up?”

“Yeah. Caught her and João—the guy who owns the parking lot up front—in the act,” he said, looking down. “But whatever, moving on. I heard there are new people moving onto your street. A family with a daughter is taking over the old Souza house.”

“The one that was for sale?”

“Yeah. Three houses down from yours. I think I’ll crash at your place for a while, Con. Sit down, I’m buying you a beer,” he said, heading back behind the counter.

“Damn, you don’t waste any time.” I sat at one of the tables. It was pretty dead. “Soda. I’m not in the mood to drink.”

He took advantage of the fact that there were no tables to serve and sat down too. His fingers were drumming on the table. He was restless. The sun disappeared behind the clouds, and tiny drops of water started hitting my skin. I noticed a worried look on his face. Gabriel knew that from now on, I’d be alone.

“Guess who showed up at my mother’s funeral?” I tried to pull him out of his discomfort.

“From the look on your face, I’m gonna say Jonas Delbo.”

“Bull’s-eye!” I shouted. I lowered my voice when I realized I was too loud for the place. “That son of a bitch had the nerve to show up.”

“What did he say?”

“‘I’m really sorry...’ Like he gives a shit about my feelings,” I answered, rolling my eyes.

“And you? What did you do?”

“I shot back that I was sure he did, and I left. I couldn’t make a scene—it would have been disrespectful to the moment.”

“Did the funeral just end? Did you come straight from there?”

“No, I was at the station. I just got interrogated by the cops. They said they’ll do everything to find the person responsible. Now we just have to—” I looked to the side and recognized the hair. “No way!”

Gabriel looked to the side and seemed just as shocked as I was. I never imagined this would happen, not ever. Melissa was back.
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CHAPTER 2
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I WATCHED FOR A WHILE to make sure I’d seen right. I wasn’t wrong. Melissa was standing a few feet in front of me, in the flesh, bone, and hair. Rapunzel, they called her at school, because of her long, blonde hair. Yeah, I needed to call out to her. No, I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to look at the face of the person who filled me with hope and then left me alone in hell. No, I didn’t want to face the person who promised me a better life and simply disappeared. No, I didn’t want to see Melissa again after what she did to me. But what we need isn’t always what we want.

“Melissa!” I called out, loud but not too loud, since she kept talking to a woman who looked familiar.

“Melissa!” Gabriel, standing beside me and watching the scene, shouted. She looked back.

The smile that had been on her face curled into a perfect “O.” Even though I recognized her quickly, she looked very different from the last time I’d seen her. Her white skin, once pale, was deeply tanned, like she’d spent a season at the beach. Her brown eyes were lined with eyeliner, which drew attention to faint dark circles the makeup didn’t fully hide. Melissa wasn’t the little girl who ran away from home anymore—the navy blue suit she wore proved it. She’d grown and matured over the last few years. She said something to the stranger who wasn’t quite a stranger and walked toward us.

“Oh my God, Connor! Long time no see!” She hugged me and stared at me, a little surprised. “Look at you, all grown up!”

“Yeah, people change a lot in four years. How long have you been back?” She looked at me, embarrassed.

“Just got here. I missed this place. Missed you.” Yeah, pull the other one, sis. “And Martha? Still hitting you?”

“Not anymore. She’s dead.” Her eyes went wide, but her expression looked relieved.

“You’re joking, right?” I shook my head, and she put her hand to her face. “When? How?”

“I just came from the funeral. Murdered, probably for resisting a robbery. Her purse wasn’t with her when they found the body.” I lied.

“And you don’t believe that, or do you?” Now you’re playing the concerned daughter? I think you took some acting lessons while you were away.

“Of course not.”

“Good, because there haven’t been any robberies around here in years.”

“How would you know? You just got back.” I raised an eyebrow.

“Just a guess. Everyone here’s always been so civilized. Good to see you, Con, but I have to go. Raquel’s waiting for me. Bye.” She waved and walked over to her brunette friend, who now had a name.

Raquel. That name rang a bell. Oh. Melissa’s best friend from high school. But Melissa just got back, and she’s already hanging out with her old school best friend, who she hasn’t seen in years?

“Con, am I the only one who thinks that was really weird? First, Melissa just got here and she’s already back with her old friend. Second, she hated her mother, and now she’s sad? Third, why did you lie? Your mom wasn’t murdered for resisting a robbery.” Gabriel spoke, tripping over his words. He was still watching Melissa, who was sitting in the passenger seat of Raquel’s car.

“Melissa is hiding something, and I’m going to find out what. That act of hers, the grieving daughter over her mother’s death, it stuck in my throat.”
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THE DAY HAD DARKENED; time had passed too quickly. I hadn’t even noticed the hour until Gabriel finished his shift. He said goodbye and went home, so I headed the same way. I tried to pay close attention to the details of the places along the way, just to distract myself. When I was a few feet from home, something caught my eye.

“Mom, where did you put my shoes? I can’t find a single pair,” said a girl, unloading several cardboard boxes from the truck. I slowed down a little to watch her.

“They’re already in your room, sweetie. Hurry up with those boxes, it looks like it’s going to rain,” her mother answered, stacking three boxes and carrying them under cover.

I passed the house and pulled the car into the garage. Aphrodite incarnate on Earth? What a goddess! I was fascinated by the girl’s beauty. Her long red hair enchanted me. I parked the car and went inside.

The doorbell rang. I woke up and walked quickly to the door. It was raining heavily and it was the middle of the night. Who could it be at this hour? I opened the door and was surprised to see my new neighbor, soaked by the rain.

“I’m so sorry to bother you so late. Can I come in? My mom’s not home, and I forgot my keys when I went out. There’s a storm out there, and it seems like everyone on the street is asleep,” she said, with an angelic expression that charmed me.

“Yeah, I was about to...” I said softly and cursed myself for saying it. “Of course, come in. Make yourself at home. I’ll get a towel and see if I can find some clothes that’ll fit you.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a smile, stepping inside.

I went to get a towel and then entered my room to see if I could find some of Melissa’s clothes that would fit the girl, who still hadn’t told me her name. I came back to the living room. She was standing in front of the door, on the rug. I handed her the towel and a sweatshirt I’d found. She dried off and changed clothes right there. For my benefit? A vision of paradise. I shamelessly watched her curves and her full breasts, held in by her bra. She handed me the towel and walked to the living room, leaving her wet clothes by the door. She sat down on the couch and gestured for me to do the same.

“I still don’t know your name,” I broke the silence.

“My name is...”

I woke up, startled by the shrill sound of my alarm clock. It was all a dream. Fuck! Connor never gets lucky with a hot girl. Connor always gets screwed. Argh! Not this time. I took a shower, put on some cologne, and pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. I slipped on a pair of sneakers, a little old already, and went to have breakfast. I opened the fridge and spotted a pudding that one of my neighbors had given me when they heard about my mother’s death. I had a great idea.
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