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			​The Beginning

			T

			o be buried alive is perhaps the most painless way to die, depending on the variables. The speed of it, to begin with. The first time you bury someone into their death, it is the velocity that makes it feel electric—and I know I am speaking to a murder—the juxtaposition of timing can make their death into an art. Think how a first kiss can assemble a magical strand of pressure and rhythm into a moment that slows down the whole world as you know it. And then how a longwinded moment can feel so blunt—a soul searching, silky conversation at half past midnight that feels like it lasted only minutes, yet kept you awake until four in the morning. It was the high contrast of the two magics—like blending both types of time into a fine strawberry puree that was thick with sweetness over your tongue. Take a sip. That is what it feels to bury someone alive.

			Except the memory can sometimes recall a bit differently.

		


		
			​Abril

			T

			he wire tape refused to stick to the dirt. Adhesives lost their effectiveness with every fraction below ground. People don’t expect an arsonist to target a graveyard. It’s one of the specialties of my father’s business. It’s rightfully expensive, I thought as I choked on the aroma that seeped from the casket. I was fighting to breathe, practically eating the matted thick bandana around my mouth. My guts twisted at the smell, and I picked up the pace. I felt good. Really good.

			The hole itself was about four foot—one deeper than a usual grave. Historically, burial sites used to be deeper than they are now. Advancements in technology taught that bacteria decaying from a dead body doesn’t actually rebound from under the earth. The shallower graves hold the decayed microorganisms at an airtight humidity that dissolved into this Italian heatwave. I try not to think about it, being routinely fumigated by the steadfast current of sticky pathogens, but I guess I’m not doing a very good job.

			It was that odd time of day between sunlight and pitch dark, the kind that if you kept your eyes open too long it’d make you dizzy. I could barely see as it was. The chemical strength of the diesel stung at my eyes until they began to water, but I still poured it on heavy. The most dangerous part of my career. One coat. Two coats. Three. Three gas cans full of diesel now empty. Then one soup can of chlorine trifluoride. Marinate the casket. I fought to keep my breathing shallow from the fumes thick in the air.

			One more piece of wire tape on the hood of the casket. I took a step back, catching a glimpse of my stopwatch in my peripheral. Twelve seconds. The number fed me an intense need to move. And this is where my race began.

			Flip the switch.

			The metal plated ladder was retractable—perfect for ascent from a gravesite. I carried it with my other supplies in a duffel that quite looked like a body bag. But my greatest weapon was Oliver.

			Although he was four now, I always carried a photo of him at nine months in my wallet. He wore a smile with a nub of a tooth barely peering through his hollow smile. The days where his giddy innocence engulfed everyone who laid eyes on him. I did every burn for Oliver.

			The muscles in my arm ached when I thrusted the ladder in a motion towards the deep ground that could’ve been in a flashmob. Down, twist, up. Down, twist, up. Down. Finding the place to secure the ladder was always the trickiest trade of the burn. The fumes were thickening, my goggles coated with a chemical fog that even through plastic poisoned my eyes. I could barely see the ground breaking on the next twist, letting a shallow anchor down into the deep earth.

			I thought back to what my father would’ve said. The faster you move, the faster it burns.

			The ladder swayed on my first step. And the next. And again. As the cold air shed to the tips of my ears. I gasped for the air underneath the bandana and gripped onto loose blades in the earth above me, ripping clumps of grass between my fingers. Then I finally pulled myself from the ladder’s last step. And there it was. My favorite adrenaline rush. I didn’t fight the smile on my lips.

			My stopwatch bounced at my hip with each step. Leg up, one after the other, running towards the tree line. I ran at full speed.

			“Come on Abril.” I fought through my own breathing for the words, their exhalation as a fuel under my feet.

			“Go. Go. Go!”

			Huffing, my fingers found the stopwatch as my legs slowed. Thirty-eight seconds.

			I turned around on my heels and pulled the bandana from my mouth, gasping in for air. Four hundred or so meters away I could see the warm glow of fire in the hole I’d just been in. My craft was a firework show—so much effort and calculation to see a minuscule glow of light. I folded my hands back above my head victoriously at the sight of the burning grave. Panting for air, I tilted my chin back to let a laugh leave my trembling lips.

			That’s what I have in common with sprinters. A thirty-something second career.

			I let myself cough it out for a few moments. Falling forward with the wheezing, my duffel slid from my bony shoulder. Choking still, I picked myself and the Nomax bag back up. Most burners have their own warehouse or closet—a luxury my father deemed as unnecessary. I slung the strap over the center of my chest and walked to the edge of the woods as if I’d just been casually camping. I slid the bandana into my bag, my breathing still choked, but controlled.

			A bright red rental car was parked at the perimeter of the tree line. My father said the most adequate camouflage was none at all. So far, so good.

			Though these cars always caught me by surprise in the rental lots. I thought of them too coveted to just…lend out. Seeing the parked sport car broke a fraction of my heart. My mother had used to rave about cars like these. Two doors. One row of seating. She’d always wanted her own car—talked about it right up until the day she died.

			New car smell mixed with the stench of smoke as I climbed in. I tore my gloves from my fingers and flung them into the passenger seat while opening the glove box. There nestled on top of the car manual was my phone.

			Three new messages. Only one from my father.

			-“Text me when you’re done.” / 6:48PM

			My fingertips were syrupy with sweat, and my phone didn’t recognize the touch as I pressed on the keyboard. I wiped my hands on my pant leg and tried again. Less shaky this time.

			-“Done.” / 7:27PM

			I stared at the screen in a spacey trance, knots at the bottom of my stomach waiting for my father’s predictable response.

			-“Tomorrow 3AM. Your time.” / 7:28PM

			-“Got it. I’ll let you know when it’s done.” / 7:28PM

			I placed my phone in the cupholder and ignited the rental’s engine. Two-part burns were the most common arson-for-hire service in this area.

			The town itself was bleak, called by the name of Antibes. A luxury coastal French town covered in castle-like architecture that to an ordinary person would feel magical in the wake of the opulence. Yet, their greed is readily flaunted in the yachts parked at the marina, the estates harbored at bay, the pressed clothes, and the genuine leather handbags that had no uniqueness apart from price. It is no surprise that they hire services to burn the wealth of their enemies. The rich became rich because they were blood-thirsty. The rich stay rich because they are blood-thirsty.

			Arsons are not incriminating crimes. If you do it right, everything burns. My father had told me this for as long as I could remember. He did mean everything. Doorbells. Microwaves. Kiddie scribbles of a family on the fridge. Security cameras. Fingerprints. Everything left a vile form of untraceable. The operatives were the tricky part.

			Despite the rancid smell, graveyard burns are my favorite of the options. We did them abroad as a precedent to the big burn. A way for our clients to send a message. Often it was used as a political directive between powerful families or business gone wrong. How wrong is too wrong? When I’m summoned to the scene, it’s definitely not for a birthday party. Though I didn’t care much to know the backstory of my burns. Keeping up with the he-said-she-said, would provide as much utility as an antique salt-shaker collection. Just another liability that I don’t need.

			I drove to the room my father had booked for me for my three-night stay. It was in a tower of sorts, overlooking the peaceful French coast. I parked the rental and made my way into the castle-like accommodation.

			“What floor?”

			The man was dramatically holding the elevator open for me with the sleeve on his forearm. I winced thinking about it. I reeked of smoke, and if he was a smoker himself, he would know my smoke-stench did not align with his. We had a three-second staring contest before I made the decision.

			“Oh…uhm…now that I think of it. I don’t know. Ha! Gotta call my husband and ask. First night here.”

			I pulled out the phone, tipping it towards him in a friendly smile-like gesture. He nodded abruptly, not thinking much of another mindless woman in life’s way. I stared at my unlocked phone while I waited for the elevator doors to forever separate this stranger and I. He did the same.

			When the elevator was back to its rest state, I turned on my heels. “The stairs it is.”

			I dove into the plush pillows of the inn, burying myself up to my ears. My body smelled of thick smoke barely overpowering the sticky stench of sweat. It made me wince thinking about rubbing the scents of a burnt body into a cleaned comforter. But I was too exhausted to care. Thumbing through the other messages on my phone, I saw both from my husband. I sighed heavily and turned my hips over to the bedside to type him a half-hearted response about a long day’s work. I told him I missed him, because I really did. But not like he missed me.

			My heavy eyes closed for a moment. I’d probably need to get some sleep soon. A shower could come after the house burn. I kissed the locket around my neck, and then diligently let myself drift. In a matter of hours, I’d have another thirty-something seconds of my career to complete.

		


		
			​Max

			I

			t felt odd—the pain I got when I knew I was going to have to see Mom again. It was a miscalculated pain. One that felt like it didn’t really belong there inside of me, but there was nowhere else for it to go. The relationship was awkwardly lodged in my body. You can’t get rid of the feeling even when you want to. It won’t just wriggle out. It’s stuck in that compressed tight spot in your chest where the deep fear gets caught beneath.

			I hadn’t been to a family reunion in fourteen years. I was one of two daughters. We’d grown up with our Aunt and Uncle Beasley around. Small town families tend to be linked that way. My mother didn’t care for her sister much, but she needed the help close by.

			Mom never married. Both of her children from different fathers. Despite everything, we were family enough. My older sister, Glenn, had been my mother’s obvious favorite. She was the daughter that my mother might be proud of one day—behaved and motivated toward success even at a young age. She was a gorgeous blonde with an unmistakable perkiness in her personality. Four years after Glenn arrived, I entered the world as The Accident.

			And I behaved like an accident.

			My mother reminded me of that frequently. When Glenn died at age eighteen, Mom decided she lost both of her daughters. It was understood across the family lines that when the Adara family Christmas card stopped arriving in their mailbox that it was not lost in the mail or delayed on delivery. The family didn’t exist anymore. Our bloodline was dissolved. She would not be stuck with The Accident.

			In those years, Bri became my only family.

			At my last family reunion, my mother dressed her two daughters in second-hand sweaters from the neighbors who left them in trash bags on our doorstep. The trash bags would always produce a Christmas-like excitement. “New clothes, new clothes!” I’d scream from the front door. Pathetic, looking back on it. You never realize what poor means until you’re grown into it.

			The collars of the sweaters gave the impression of poison-ivy wrapped around your neck. The colors a mutation of the original color. Vomit-green. Piss-yellow. Mundane-brown. Repulsive color that swallowed my brown eyes and hair, turned me into a glob of unsaturated, sticky, unoriginal browns.

			In the mirror on those mornings, the special sweater mornings, Mom would tear through my knotted hair until it was a crinkly straight texture. My appearance always reminded me of an overcooked biscuit that had sat too long in the oven. Dry and stale. My body never morphed to the adult figure I’d longed for. Those shrunken special-event sweaters hung in my wardrobe to this day. I pulled one over my head, snorting at how Bri would have jested with me about the outdated patterns on the sweater. I’d do anything to have her back, teasing me again.

			Today I was headed to a two-story Bavarian ginger bread home in Leavenworth, Washington. The remains of the bloodline would be scattered across the house. I toggled with my light luggage at the baggage claim, nervously pulling it from the levy. This is my second time to ever be at an airport, so the protocol doesn’t come easy. As if the flight wasn’t trouble enough.

			To call the gathering a reunion is slightly understated. The family is always meeting with a purpose at the centerpiece of the table. Today’s: my cousin and best friend Brianna was murdered. The days leading up to my cousin Brianna’s funeral I’d been instructed by my mother to stay at my Aunt Moddie’s. All of the family would be there to support Moddie. Mom was never a great sister to her. Especially not after Glenn passed. I always assumed out of jealousy. Moddie’s prized possession was still alive. All Mom had were the leftovers. I can’t help but think that today my mother privately relishes the fact that they’d both lost their trophy-daughter. Now neither of them could win.

			My mother sat on the pastel couch with one arm around Moddie when I’d arrived. She looked the same since the last time I’d seen her. Silvery-grey branches of hair, wildly wind blown with few distinguishable features. Mom always had been slack in her frame. Her tiny limbs were wrinkled up to her joints. Nothing more than a withered version of my reflection. Anna Adara.

			I felt like a rabid animal in Mom’s presence. Unsure of whether or not to approach because I just might bite her bobbling-head off. I took a deep breath from the humid corridor before entering.

			“Hi Moddie.” I had nodded from the outskirt of the room, leaning my childlike body onto the bright lemon-drop wall colored with the counterfeit optimism Moddie always wore. “Mom.”

			“Oh Max, sweetie.” Moddie rushed up from the couch with open arms, held inside a bear hug. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

			My mom stayed seated on the couch while Moddie hugged me, her arms crossed in her lap and a bleak expression on her face. It was a face that read she was indeed trying to smear over her distaste for me, but not trying hard enough to get an Academy Award. But I’d take what I could get.

			“Max dear. We want to hear everything you know.” Moddie pulled and placed her hands on my shoulders—she made a point to make eye contact with me so I could see the tears filling in her eyes. “I’m grateful we’ve got a PI in the family. Surely you’ve got some leads?” She pat on my back like she was burping a baby. Spit out your leads baby.

			I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know much yet Moddie…God. It’s just awful isn’t it? She’s was my best friend.”

			I put my face to the ground. The only person I had in this world—dead.

			There always had to be something for us to gather over in Moddie’s home. Not just an event. A death, a wedding, or a birthday party wasn’t enough. There was always something to put in your mouth. Cake for the celebrations. Piping hot tea for anything else.

			“Let’s all come to the table. I’ve made tea.” Moddie chimed over the kitchen counter, as if the director of the scene could follow her off with a hearty, “Cut!”

			Moddie left me for the kitchen now, fumbling around an old tea pot even I had seen back in the days when we’d visited. It was odd to see an adolescent memory as a function of life in someone else’s world. None of the other families had arrived yet to Washington. It was well below freezing here leaving no opportunity to go outside, walk a dog, take a cigarette break from Mom. The temperature was single digits. Even colder than Chicago this time of year.

			My mother sat adjacent to me at the circular wooden table, her eyes fixed downward to avoid the heavy confrontation between us. Moddie had no recognition towards our mutual discomfort. I didn’t blame her for failing to notice. Her only daughter had just been murdered. Of course Mom’s and my estrangement didn’t occupy a lot of real estate in her brain. I felt the pings of anxiety start to knead into me.

			“Well? Have you seen it? The car.” Moddie handed me a sleeved tea cup. Her makeup gave an appearance that it’d been smeared across her skin with an old kitchen sponge. “The police just don’t tell me anything.” She drug out the last word in a hopeless laugh.

			Brianna worked at Peet’s, a charming coffee shop just off Randolph Street. She was one of the higher paid baristas in the area given the proximity to Cloud Gate. They profited less on coffee and more on the Chicago Bean-inspired wooden paperweights and memorabilia they dubbed Wooden Beanery Gear. The gig paid Bri’s rent, which wasn’t much, but more than most baristas could afford on a single job in downtown Illinois. She was murdered eighteen yards from her coffee bar.

			“I haven’t seen the car…” The beginnings of a lie. To my rational, if I didn’t finish a sentence then it could not be a lie. Incomplete sentences technically can’t hurt someones feelings, because who knows what the afterthought could be? They can’t be lies either as you might’ve followed it up with a ‘just kidding,’ but you merely forgot to do that. So no, I did not lie often. Moddie leaned towards me, the table jarring at her torso leaving fatty layers of skin rolls to rest her gut on the table.

			“I’m not confident that there was any camera. I don’t want to see—”

			“You’re looking into it though, right? The whole case.” My mother’s voice shot at me with accusation. Her private investigator daughter would of course have looked into it by now. Mom’s voice caught me off guard to hear, the first time in all of these years. She sounded like a bird that you might’ve been squeezing to death—her voice box only produced stressed cackle noises.

			The words came out of my mouth with a defense I’d only seen in sports. “Of course I’ve started looking into it.” I quickly nodded with reassuring sophistication that was absolutely fake. No mom, you won’t score. Even though she could’ve. I hadn’t dug for any details yet.

			Mom had not supported my career choice to go into private investigative affairs. “Maybe you could work in business for a few years first. So you have some real money.” She’d said too many times to count. The thought of sitting at a desk for eight hours dragging through number sets and drinking gallon bags of community coffee just for some pocket change sounded more daunting than forty-eight-something-thousand in university loans. It used to at least. Maybe it doesn’t sound so bad anymore. My apprenticeship with Detective Aarons after graduating college had not paid enough. It hardly paid at all. I didn’t have the heart to tell my mother that. After all these years we hadn’t spoken—I wanted her to think I was making in the world. That business is booming. With the abundance of the crime documentaries and podcasts, I’m sure everyone believed my life was interesting.

			Moddie was up refilling my mother’s tea. She had swallowed it whole past her bared yellow teeth. “Max sweetie,” said Moddie “Did you already talk to the police about it?”

			I had to hold myself back from letting out a scoff. She waddled on her ankles back over to the round table, placing a new cup at my mother’s place mat. The smell of mint swirled into the fumes of the air.

			I choked back a hot sip of tea. “Yeah. Their preliminary questions—sure. I’m certain they’ll have more for me once I return from the funeral.” I moved the tea cup up from my lips to signal I was done with my piece of the conversation.

			“So sweetheart…do you have any leads yet? Ideas on what really happened?” She was resting her head on her palm now, glaring up at me as if she was watching a scary movie and might need to cover her eyes at any second. “I just…have no idea. You think you know your child…” Moddie began to cry.

			“No.” My eyes shifted back down to my lap.“I’m sure I’ll know soon.”

			Why weren’t we celebrating the memories we had of Bri? Crying over a few bottles of wine and some old photos? Isn’t that what a normal family would be doing? This was nearly a makeshift interrogation. Didn’t anyone want to know how I’m doing? How I’m handling it? “She was my best friend, you know.” I wanted to toss the words into the air with hateful heart-shaped confetti.

			My mother’s throat practically throttled with disapproval. “You’re a P.I., and you don’t know a single potential person of interest’s bloody name for Christ’s sakes?” She slapped the table with the back of her hand, making a lighter noise than it would’ve been with her palm. Not enough to be an act of aggression. It was the kind of gesture that set out to make me feel like a disappointment. “Jesus, Max. What’ve you been doing?” My mother whispered across the table.

			A reactive aggression cartwheeled through my stomach. Resentfulness decided for me that I’d find a way to prove myself to her.

			Moddie stood up from her seat to give me a hug from behind. “Aw, honey. I know we’re all just wallowing in grief.” Moddie’s wet tears trickled into my hairline as she hugged me from behind. “It’s such a tragedy. I know you are going to do your best to help us get to the bottom of it. Bri deserves that justice. I know you’re going to help us Max. I know you will.”

			I sat stiff in the rickety wooden chair squeezing the muscles in my cheeks because if I got comfortable enough I might get a splinter. My mother was staring into my eyes with daggers in hers. I already knew what was going to happen. I was going to do a full time investigation for Moddie—Free. Of. Charge. “This is your family.” My mother would spit at me in her sing-song dying pigeon voice. I wouldn’t be able to taxi enough to make ends meet with a full investigation running or even do a smaller investigation on the side. It’s not like clients were camping out at my doorstep. I hadn’t even done a single investigation before. Not one. It was hard to find new clients—you can’t really just put your face on a billboard and say “Hire me! I’m a private investigator!” It’s not the easiest freelance profession because any marketing channel proves counterintuitive to getting business. So Bri’s case would be my first real investigation. My family didn’t know that though.

			“Of course I’m going to help.” I tilted my head back to Moddie who was still wrapped around my stiff shoulders catching one of her tears on my forehead. With a faked smile, “I promise.”

			“Thank you baby. Thank you Max.” Her words coughed out into cries. Desperate wails. “Thank you.”

			I got a last glance from my mother in the midst of the scene. The expression she wore made her look seven feet taller than she stands. Belittled, I squeezed my butt-cheeks together again. She made her way around the round table in tiptoe-like steps and grabbed her sister by the arm, lifting her heavy weight off of my spine. “Let’s get you upstairs. I’ll lay down with you.”

			When I was finally left alone at the table I pulled my phone from the front pocket of my too-tight high-watering jeans. My fingers mashed on the glass of my phone. I wanted to break it, feel the glass going through my fingers. Seeing Mom ejected a meanness from the epicenter of my being. It would feel good to finally prove myself against her. If it’s the last thing I do.

			I said a prayer as I logged in. Please let there be enough money. Please let there be enough money. I tried not to check my balance often. Not after I swiped my card at mediocre bars over Bourbon straight multiple times a week. Something I’d gotten a little too used to doing at odd hours of the day. Drunk at 4:00 p.m. Buzzed at noon. Drunk at 3:00 a.m. I stopped knowing the exact times I’d end up in another low budget dive bar.

			I had drank a lot since I moved to Chicago. It was a city where you just drank a lot. Made me feel proud in a way, being apart of some expectation I could live up to. Some body of being stitched together in perfect equilibrium. The mouth goes to the lungs and the lungs go to the heart and that’s how we stay alive. I, Max Adara, helped keep this city alive. Chicago needs her drinkers. And I am okay with being a link in that chain. For the veins of the city are more important than my own.

			Sometimes it is an odd commitment. I’ll turn to the window, Bourbon in hand, to see other links in the chain, performing other vital acts for our city. Many of them in suits, carrying briefcases, discussing weather and other worldly things that will have changed by tomorrow. I’m different though. I don’t serve that purpose. I’ve accepted that much. I’m the girl who sits alone under the glow of mid-afternoon neon. A desperate character in conversation. An easy girl that you only spend thirteen dollars on a tab before you take her home only to be wildly disappointed. You don’t even open the door for her on the way out. That’s me. Drinking. Hoping my card doesn’t decline so I can get another buzz on tomorrow—in the same outfit probably. I can live up to that girl.

			I dreaded seeing the number on the screen. This is how much you have to live on. You know you are poor when checking your banking app feels like playing a Vegas slot machine.

			The ring of a loading sign danced in a circle on the center of my phone screen. Please be two-thousand. Please be two-thousand. I could live off of two thousand, getting no income from the Bri investigation. I could probably do that.

			Seven hundred and fifty-one dollars. Two cents.

			I let out a bursted exhale. I quickly exited out of the app and rested my forehead on my oily hand. Three digits. My life was literally worth three digits. Ha! Isn’t that cute of me?

			My hands found the search engine, and I typed into the address bar three more words.

			“Bars near me”

		


		
			​Abril

			I

			 was holding scissors towards him. His eyes were outrageous—not angry, but urgent. It was the middle of the night—limber pines draped over us in the woods. He was tied to one of them with coarse rope, his mouth bibbed by my own bandana. I sliced through the fabric at his jaw first.

			A deep gasp flooded from his mouth at the loosened bib. “Abe! Abril!”

			Suddenly, I was terrified at the pitch of his voice. The loudness was putting us at risk. I didn’t know what we were hiding from—only that someone was close by. And they wanted us dead.

			“Sssssh,” I whispered, still cutting though bandana. “I can’t believe it. You’re—”

			Tears swelled in his eyes as he interrupted me.

			“I’m alive Abril. I’m alive.”

			And then I woke up.

			My feet hit the ground fast at the high pitched chime; the blood rushed out of my head, and my eyes went black. I fell back onto the bed, disoriented. Dreaming about him always threw me off a bit. With a stab of irritation I turned off the alarm. Two in the morning. What a fine way to wake up to the sensation of my eardrums being squeezed by fine-point tweezers. Drool was thick as an egg white across my face. My head hurt too. Food hadn’t been on the radar since landing in Antibes eighteen hours earlier. I angled my head to the side to find a water bottle on the night stand next to me and opened my throat to it. A needed thunderstorm for the Sahara of my anatomy.

			Slowly the room returned to focus, the sharp smell of the graveyard reminded me I hadn’t showered. No point dirtying up any more clothes when I had one more burn. I rummaged half-blind through a hospitality basket by the television, looking for any substantial form of energy.

			I found chocolate candies, a rounded cup of chips, and a pouch of fruit snacks.

			“Chips for breakfast.” I sighed as I swiped them from the basket, stuffing the candies in my pocket with my free hand.

			The rental car was colder than I’d anticipated, making my hands more stiff as I gripped the steering wheel, wavering only to reach for another salty chip from the can. The drive was twenty-seven minutes.

			It was hard to make out the house properly, its five-story silhouette shadowing the night in contrasting grey shades. My father always told me not to carry a flash light. It’s not necessary, he’d say. I kept a keychain in my duffel that lit up about the surface area of my pinky fingernail—a dull, insufficient amount of light. Yet, it’s all I bear myself to risk.

			I was undoubtedly my father’s best arsonist. He had eight employees. Seven male. And me. His own daughter. His said prodigy. Our team of eight exclusively did jobs in France, Austria, the Ukraine, and sometimes Poland. Surprisingly, even the gregarious belly laughing Poles get a hankering thirst for blood every now and then. Nobody touched Mexico, nobody ever touched Canada, and nobody dared set foot in the United States. You don’t shit where you eat. One of my father’s rules—in our case, eat resided with where our families were. Our only sense of home.

			My father has many rules. And all rules must be followed. I had only ever broken one of them. You burn on your own—you’re fired. Perhaps my father’s goldenest of golden rules. To be fired was to be killed, and nobody was stupid enough to think otherwise. This is the rule I broke. And for many reasons—I did not want to ever have to break it again.

			The house looked like a modern castle even under my thumb keychain lighting. I could barely see as it was—but I was surprised there wasn’t more security. There wasn’t a coded gate or a jail-like barricaded fence. That was the thing about people with money. They trusted other people with money. They got too comfortable in their castle-like neighborhoods with towering willow trees and tall hedges that got more manicures in a week than I’d had in my life. They trusted their own. A realistically fatal mistake. I drove my rental car right up to the house—maybe six yards away. I didn’t usually feel the nerves for the second burn. Many of the county detectives were tied up right now, reviewing the graveyard burn which always eased some pressure from my chest.

			Our team had scouters—people who would observe the site beforehand. They’d give us the burn strategy, so we could get in and out efficiently. My scouter had identified the property three weeks ago. Adrian was trustworthy and had been with the company even longer than I had. We were often teamed together for the trickiest of burns. We’d once worked on a Polish shopping center together—lit the whole thing up in three minutes. He was a slender and long string of human. Seventy-five years old. Bald with a faulty knee that badged him like a boy scout with a limp. His look carried the trustworthiness of a wounded and underfed Santa Claus. The harmless type. He often posed as a local freelance exterminator service pattering in an all black jumpsuit he wore nearly every time.

			“I’ll do the first spray for free.”

			Surprisingly most people let Adrian. I assume out of pity for the old man. Adrian would map the place beautifully as he went on his tablet—marking the breaker boxes, ventilation systems—anything and everything that I’d need to know on a high level blueprint.

			And now you know never to trust a freelance exterminator.

			The side-effects of not showering were starting to make their appearance. The sweat and grime from the last burn made my nose crinkle at the smell. I adjusted the bandana. A loose bead of sweat escaped. Determined to have a shower, I refocused back on the task at hand. I traced over the closed metal box with my glove-coated fingers until I found the electrical wire beneath it. Electrical fires were some of the easiest to wipe larger structures like this one. And they went quick. The second advantage is that they were quite challenging to vanquish. Water conducts electricity—which doesn’t make it a first choice weapon against an electrical fire. Throwing some water at it will just speed up the effect.

			Most people don’t know that though.

			I cut a hole in the thick wire just the size of the tip of a fountain pen, careful not to electrocute myself. My fingers found the breaker switches. I pressed my tiny thumbs against them hard. Three flips on the breakers. The rightmost, leftmost, and middle buttons. The blueprint Adrian created from his iPad noted which to turn, as the wrong button could trigger the indoor lights. I spent hours before every burn studying Adrian’s blueprints. Incriminating evidence didn’t have a long lifespan.

			Study and destroy it, my father had taught.

			Adrian had drawn on his iPad a yellow pixelated line from the breaker box into the main corridor of the house, signaling to me that most of the power circulated to there. That’s why I chose this wire—according to his calculations, it got me to the center of the house. Right where I needed to be to make this burn quick.

			With minor arcing, the sparks started to spew from the opening in the wire, in a flashy acceleration. In under five seconds, flares were rapidly dancing from the wire, sparks flying in an array of electricity. I knew I only had seconds before the fire ignited. Fourteen before the flame spread to all the interior. It’d start a fireball of sorts. Then I’d have just under two minutes to get off site before the home’s internal temperature grew so hot that everything inside of it would catch fire without even needing a contact from flame. Fireballing we called it. Anyone inside would suffocate.

			I didn’t ever think about the type of people that might die. A child, a mother, a father, an aunt, a grandparent, maybe even all of those. I never could entertain the thought. Each burn was a math problem. A strategy game. A challenge to burn the structure in front of me. Not a death. Not a bodycount. A business.

			The windows of my rental car were fogged over when I got in, but I didn’t have time to lose. I shifted the car into drive and blindly sped down the rocky drive. Even through the fog, it was hard to miss the sudden burst of orange glow in the rearview. Another job done.

			Back at my suite, I peeled my clothes off—feeling like I’d nearly branded them into my own skin. My locket remained around my neck. I’d made it back home to my family in two nights. Getting on an international flight directly after committing two arsons would be too risky. Minimize risk. Another golden rule.

			The steam from drawing a hot shower misted over the mirror. I couldn’t see myself apart from a colored outline. I decided I didn’t really want to. Blurry felt safe. In the car. In the mirror. Safe from a flame. Safe from myself. It is a weird feeling to have—not being able to look yourself in the eyes. I tugged at the weighty heart-shaped locket tied around my neck.

			My first love. My first victim. My first everything.

			My breath shallow, I curled my half naked body up at the mat of the shower and pressed my forehead to my bent knees, tears rolling down my face as I remembered. I forced the memory of him to the front of my mind. “I’m so sorry Gabriel. I’m sorry.” I whispered it to myself hoping his afterlife spirit could hear me through the steamed and smoked Antibes air.

			“If you’re out there…I’m so sorry.”

			I cried into myself, knowing he would come back to life again the moment I fell asleep.

		


		
			​Max

			I

			 haven’t ever had to realize what grief looks like until now. Earth-shattering anguish. It wasn’t just the crying through the night until you could ring your pillow out. It wasn’t just the lack of willing yourself to eat even a crumb. It wasn’t just the hours and hours you spent hiding under the covers, sleeping and sleeping—hoping to sleep it into a nightmare you could wake from.

			Real grief is bloodcurdling. It is to wake up in a cold sweat of fear. Being terrified of your new life. The trepidation to attempt a new day. Knowing that even if you did, the feeling of horror will never go away.

			Aunt Moddie was living in real grief. Real fear.

			“Well you heard about the massacre in Elwood Park didn’t you?”

			I watched Aunt Moddie from the back seat of the car. She leaned her body across the steering wheel before driving through the intersection. I adjusted my seatbelt, while Moddie drove blind from tears. Even my mother shifted with nervousness from the passenger seat. The scene felt very programmed. Sitcom if you will. Something that was happening but not to me. Bri’s burial was today.

			“Maybe it’s the same guy. You know they never caught him? Ridiculous if you ask me.” Aunt Moddie had insisted on driving to the funeral herself. And she did—with a lethal grief-stricken grip around the wheel. I shuddered in the back seat nervously. Why is she bringing up a dormant serial killer?

			“Moddie I think you’re just feeling overwhelmed. Why don’t you let me drive?” My mother reached across to pat her shoulder. “And let’s not talk about Elwood.”

			The Elwood Park Massacre was the most notable crime I’d lived through to date. Five years ago. Seven girls found dead in an abandoned home nobody had lived in for years. They were all said to be a friend group at their middle school—all under the age of sixteen. One girl had stab wounds decorating her unblemished skin. Another strangled to death. Another suffocated. It happened during my first year of college. The intellectual investigative community had a heyday with the murders. I remember people rallying off their theories in lecture. “It was a jealous teenager—you know those gothic kids. No. It was a mother in disdain. No way in hell a woman could do this! It was a sex-crime (which evidence would later prove that it wasn’t). The rejected boyfriend. The divorced father next door.”

			The massacre to this day was still unsolved.

			Most people agreed unanimously it would’ve been a group murder. Multiple culprits. All of the victims had died in their own ways. Professionals convinced it was a cult murder. Yet, not a single possible suspect surfaced for longer than a few days. Nobody fit well enough into the crime.

			My “Intro to Legal in Crime” professor, Dr. Atkin, was involved in the investigation. I was a teacher assistant for the class that year—I’d made an A minus the previous semester. Really well for his course. He was the reason I’d made the switch from journalism. I couldn’t bear the thought of the girls not getting justice. Their bodies piled on the floor like blood-smeared dolls. I couldn’t stomach the thought. Precious life wasted to ruins. That week I submitted a request to change my major. The admissions office had me fill out a survey.

			The third question on the form: Why do you want to change your major?

			Because I believe in morality. I’d written.

			Dr. Atkin’s name was scribbled over the ‘sponsor signature line.’

			The thought of him sent a cold shudder of panic through my body. He was in his late fifties, yet in surprisingly great condition for a man of his age. He kept his jawline shaved to reveal his sharp edges to his chin. Dr. Atkin’s hair was a fox silver to frame a set of two chillingly blue eyes. I’d catch them sometimes in lecture hall. Each time we’d locked eyes, I swore I could make out the faintest trace of the devil coming towards me. You truly couldn’t take your eyes off the man. He was captivating, even in his fifties.

			The conscious thought of him made me nearly gag, his unwanted presence in my mind on the day of Bri’s funeral. No. I would not allow it.

			Aunt Moddie’s car hit the curbside on a normal stoplight turn—the interruption sent her into a crying fit. She fought it for a few seconds until it became too much to withhold. The scene practically in slow motion, Moddie let go of the wheel when the car hit the curb. Adrenaline was all I could feel. The car in the rearview had to attempt a ninety-degree swerve to dodge us. Enraged honking shrieked road-rage from all borders of the street. My mom was the first to roll her eyes back into reality.

			“Pull over the car Moddie. Now.” My mother was gripping a guiding hand back on the steering wheel, a look of panicked concern painted over her face.

			She swerved the car in a single motion into a bakery parking lot, dodging the fire hydrant. The woman might as well have been barrel-racing. Her mascara was already trickling down her face beneath the curtain of her sunglasses. Her grip on the wheel practically nonexistent now, her hands trembled too much to hold on.

			It was my mother who put the car in park (crookedly placed in between three spaces, but the lot was empty otherwise).

			“Moddie. I am going to drive?” My mother said it as a question rather than a statement.

			Aunt Moddie crumbled into herself, resting her head on the steering wheel. She was a dying plant, starving for sunlit affection. It was hard to look away as she turned into herself, quickly withering out. “Moddie.” My mother said again. She didn’t move, still recluse into herself. Fear was the only word to describe it.

			It felt cowardly sitting there in the back. My matinee taking an intermission at Moddie’s alarm clock of terror. I watched, not wanting to disrupt the upsetting reality. Brianna was dead today. And tomorrow. And the next day. This is how life goes now.

			My mom got out of the car and walked around to Moddie’s side. She hesitated at the door handle. Instead, she opened the back door.

			“I need you to drive, Max.” She sighed and pushed her eyeglasses to the top of her temple. “I will sit back here with Aunt Moddie and make sure…” Her voice hushed into a whisper. “Make sure she’s contained.”

			I shuddered at her sudden awareness of me—interrupting my intimate observance, pulling me onscreen into the messy reality. I was fine in my movie seat, thank you. I wandered my eyes over to my aunt, who was gasping for air under her tears, almost forming words in a whisper that I couldn’t make out. It felt sorry to watch her like this.

			“Okay.” I looked up at Mom. Desperation embedded deep into the lines of her face. Had she always looked this worn? How would I have known? Another wave of guilt forced itself through me, making me nauseated. What an out of place feeling it is, to watch one grieve.

			The gravel from the road kept spewing up at Moddie’s windshield. She still drove a stick, something I hadn’t grown quite accustomed to. The ride was choppy, and when I hit the acceleration, the whole car shifted away from my control for a moment. If nothing else, I’m glad I haven’t drank yet today.

			I heard my mother’s voice as I put the car in park, “Moddie. We will get through this.”

			Something she hadn’t ever said to me. I wondered what it felt like to be on the opposite end of my mother’s assertive encouragement. For a moment, I envied my Aunt Moddie’s mourning. I loathed her terror. My mother’s support.

			We made it safely to the funeral, which felt scarier than not making it at all. The service made me feel numb to myself.

			The pastor prayed over her casket. I glanced at my mother, who kept her eyes at her feet, not acknowledging Moddie’s uneven wailing next to her. You could see her tears even through her sunglasses. I tried to look down too, keep my composure like Mom.

			We were stacked into the covered pavilion. Hot sweat rolled down my back, warmth stuffing itself in the layers under my skin. It was freezing outside, but the blast of the space heaters made you quickly forget. I pushed my wet bangs from my face.

			“Who like Thyself, my guide can stay and be?” The pastor recited the somber prayer in an outright rehearsed tone.

			The casket, the customized wooden hunk of pine, decorated with a bouquet of white lilies. Bri hated lilies. The casket was unnerving. My devoted confidant was in that casket. That casket that she wouldn’t even like. We prayed over that stupid slab as if she was some impersonalized item on a to-do list for the day:
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