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Chapter One


APRIL 10, 3:44 A.M. 


A sticky thread of saliva runs from the corner of my mouth down to my earlobe, cool across my cheek. My vertebrae feel like a bunch of disconnected Lego pieces but I manage to hold up my head. 


Humid April wind howls through the car. That’s not right. Then I realize there’s no windshield and the gleaming uncut diamonds scattered all over the passenger seat are glass shards. 


My temple throbs with hot, clean pain, and I realize I need to call someone: Milton, or better yet, an ambulance. Why didn’t the airbag work? The light from the car—the one surviving headlight, like a beam of a lost lighthouse in the night—shines into emptiness ﬁlled with stray raindrops, catching the side of the tree that I wrapped my car around. 


When I raise my hand to my forehead, my ﬁngers come away coated with slick, shiny blood. More of it is already running down my neck under my collar—foreheads bleed a lot. An ambulance sounds better and better, but I don’t know where to even begin looking for my phone. Was I texting when I crashed? Checking my email? They’re going to ask that, and I have to say no. I sometimes use my phone as a GPS, but not tonight. I’ve taken this route a million times. When there’s no trafﬁc, and there’s never any trafﬁc, it takes me forty-ﬁve minutes to get home. 


The door is stuck, and for a few moments, I tug and push and pull on the handle, consumed by ever-growing panic. But then, once I give it a kick, it comes unstuck and swings open. Getting out is a feat. I unfold my aching body and have to hold on to the car door to keep from falling over. After stumbling through the usual debris on the side of the highway, I breathe a sigh of relief when there’s ﬁnally ﬂat, solid asphalt beneath my feet, the yellow stripe in its center curving into the dark distance. I follow it. Down the road, there’s a gas station. If I were driving, it would be right there around that curve. I don’t know how far it is on foot but, hopefully, not that far. 


I take one step after another until the road steadies itself beneath my feet and stops swaying. Next thing I know, when I turn around, I can no longer see my car. The one headlight went out, and now it’s just me and the sky and the road. 


My heart starts to thunder, which makes my forehead bleed more—or at least it feels like it, that little throbbing pulse intensifying. Maybe I should have stayed and looked for my phone in the wilted grass of the ditch. Anything could be out here on this road. The darkness is alive. 


I wrap my arms around myself and do my best to walk faster, but a rush of dizziness stops me in my tracks. When I close my eyes, an image ﬂashes in front of them, a shadow. A ﬁgure. Except this isn’t imagination—it’s memory. It’s vivid, fresh. I’m driving, twin beams of my car’s headlights intact, my hands ﬁrmly on the steering wheel, my mind calm in that dull way it is after a long, late shift. I’m thinking about a bath and a bowl of ramen noodles in front of the TV I will only half watch because nothing good is on that late. 


The shadow ﬂickers out of nowhere, my headlights snatching it out of the darkness. It’s the silhouette of a man, standing stock-still in the middle of the road, right over that yellow line. 


I open my eyes, and there’s nothing—no car, no lights, no ﬁgure. A glow in the distance suggests that I’m getting closer to the gas station and, hopefully, a phone and an ambulance. At the same time, the dizziness settles in, and I ﬁght the temptation to sit down, just for a moment. Or better yet, lie down, right here on the side of the road. This means I have a concussion, which means I need to do precisely the opposite, as I learned in my mandatory ﬁrst aid courses. 


A spike of headache drives itself into my temple, and when I ﬂinch, the image springs back up, like a movie I paused in the middle of the action. I’m careening toward the ﬁgure at eighty miles per hour. When I react, it’s already too late to slow down, to give him a wide berth. The car’s headlights bathe him in bluish light, erasing facial features, bleaching out everything except a strange harlequin pattern of splotches and spots that look black against his ghostly skin. Just as I swerve the steering wheel and hit the brakes, I have time to see that I was wrong—it’s not black. It’s red, red like ripe cherries and rust. 


Then the world spins, the road is gone, and so is the ﬁgure. My eyes snap open just as everything explodes. Bang. 


I’m panting and need to stop to catch my breath, hands on my knees. The gas station is ﬁnally in view, deserted but all aglow like a church on Christmas Eve. 


Only a few more steps and I’ve reached salvation. 


*** 


What follows is a blur but somehow I ﬁnd myself on a gurney with a blanket around my shoulders, and an ambulance tech is shining a ﬂashlight into my eyes. Whether I have a concussion or not, the cut on my temple keeps oozing blood so they tape a gauze pad over it. I expect someone to ask me what happened but no one does. Through the open doors, I watch the ambulance lights bounce off the rain-slicked road. Is that what happened? Did my car skid? Maybe I fell asleep at the wheel. 


“Ms. Boudreaux?” the ambulance tech is saying. They already know my name, which means they ran my car’s plates. Then I see my open purse just sitting there in the middle of the wet road, my wallet splayed open next to it. Oh. How did it get here? I don’t remember grabbing it as I got out. “We’re taking you to Saint Joseph Hospital, all right? For observation.” 


I hate that soothing tone, maybe because I’ve oftentimes used it myself, on frightened teenage runaways who show up at the shelter where I work. But whether I like it or not, it has the intended effect: He could be saying literally anything in that calm, measured voice. It’s the intonation and timbre that have the effect. 


“We’ll notify your family,” the tech says. It’s that word that wakes me up, overriding whatever he just shot into the crook of my elbow. I make a clumsy move to grasp his forearm. 


“Wait. There’s someone else there.” I must have hit my head harder than I thought—I can barely get the words out, slurring and misshapen. 


He frowns. “Someone else?” 


“I saw someone. Maybe they’re hurt.” 


“You mean you hit someone?” 


I give a vigorous shake of my head. I’m disoriented as hell, but this I’m sure of. Certain. Although when I think about it, I have no reason to be so certain, considering I still go to AA meetings once a week. “No. I saw someone.” I didn’t drink, I didn’t take anything, I haven’t even smoked a joint in months. That part of my memory is crystal clear. I wasn’t wasted, and I didn’t run anyone over. 


But there was a man, covered in blood. And by the time I came to, a few minutes later—or maybe hours later, for all I know—he was gone. 










Chapter Two


This is what they tell Milton when he gets there: I was driving home from work, crashed my car, and hit my head. They think I have a concussion. They don’t hook me up to any machines, only an IV and a heart rate monitor. I’m in a room with four or ﬁve other people. I can’t tell exactly how many because the space is separated by white plastic curtains that smell faintly of cleanser. When all of them are closed, the space I have to myself is just big enough to accommodate the bed itself and the plastic chair next to it. 


My health insurance through work only covers the most basic stuff. In retrospect, I should have swallowed my pride and let my adoptive mother put me on the family plan. The family plan includes separate rooms. And probably a monogrammed bathrobe as a souvenir. That same plan once gave me braces for my teeth and laser treatments for the burn scars on my chest, neck, and upper arms. The braces did their job; the laser treatment...not so much. 


Far over my head, positioned at an angle above the curtains so that everyone in the room can see it, is a TV screen. It’s hard to watch without painfully craning my neck, and anyway, the channel is fuzzy with static. 


The curtain crinkles, and its metal rings clink against the curtain rod, alerting me that Milt is back. I lower my head onto the ﬂat hospital pillow and try to look appropriately injured. 


He’s brought me sour candies and a can of the exact no-name orange soda I like, presumably from the vending machine downstairs. There’s nothing like favorite childhood junk foods to make you feel better but right now I can barely bring myself to look at the treats. 


“Quick,” he says, tossing me the bag of sour candies. I catch it in midair. “Before the nurse comes in and sees you.” He winks, and I do my best not to cringe. 


Few people wear their name quite as badly as Milt does. My gorgeous, six-foot-two, blond, blue-eyed, college soccer champion ﬁancé—pardon, ex-ﬁancé. It’s easy to forget. Even when I still had the ring he gave me, I hardly ever wore it, not because I didn’t appreciate it but because I’d never think of wearing a two-carat diamond to work at the homeless youth shelter. When the ring disappeared, my ﬁrst logical thought was to tell him that someone stole it. 


Milton wasn’t my type until I met him. In fact, he was the opposite of my type. I always liked the dangerous boys, dark eyes and hair in need of clippers, a tattoo peeking out from under a collar or sleeve. When we met, I was at a party where I barely knew anyone, pursuing one or another such boy—I don’t even remember which anymore. I remember getting stupid-drunk on those canned, premixed, malty-tasting sex on the beach drinks because the boy failed to show. 


It wasn’t a love-at-ﬁrst-sight thing; Milt was there with somebody else. I never really knew who that girl was or what happened to her, because the next time Milton and I met, I pretended not to remember that party. It was more than a year later. I’d had time to grow out my ugly haircut and realize that black lipstick wasn’t for me. I hoped he wouldn’t recognize me, but I underestimated his ability to notice details. Because he recognized me, all right. 


And within another two years, I somehow had not just Milt but also the diamond, the town house, all those things so normal and conventional it made them magical somehow. Everyone sort of expected me to die in a ditch, and here I was, with a mortgage and a reluctant subscription to a bridal magazine. 


Of course, it couldn’t have lasted. Just as we were already deciding on venues and caterers, I went and fucked it all up. Milt doesn’t have the heart to leave me, so we’re not broken up—we’re taking a break. Same word, different formulation, but he doesn’t see it’s essentially the same meaning. He let me have the town house while he lives in his parents’ summer residence. 


I tear open the packet, and sour candies go ﬂying all over the pale-blue hospital sheet. I snatch them up and pop two or three into my mouth at once. My taste buds writhe in acidic agony, and my eyes start to water, but I ﬁgure, with a mouthful of chewy high-fructose corn syrup, I can’t be expected to talk. 


“So you’re going to tell me what happened?” Milt asks. He’s not angry with me. It’s not really in his nature to get angry. He’s anxious, although he tries hard to hide it—it’s not so easy to hide things from a psych major, even one who only made it to the end of senior year on a prayer. 


“I’m ﬁne. It’s just a concussion.” I have a feeling like I just said the same words less than ﬁve minutes ago. I gulp down the half-chewed sour candy that sears the back of my throat. “Where’s my phone?” 


His gaze darts back and forth. “I don’t know. I checked at Reception. They gave me your coat and purse, but I don’t think your phone is in there.” He clears his throat, which is one of his tells. “Maybe, er, the police—” 


“I wasn’t texting,” I say. I feel like I already said this too. “And I wasn’t drunk.” 


Have they taken my blood to test for alcohol and drugs? My upper lip breaks out in beads of anxious sweat. They have no reason to do that, do they? No one else got hurt. Even I didn’t get hurt...too badly. Besides, even if they did the test, I have nothing to worry about. 


“So what happened?” 


“Milton,” I say. I catch his wrist and feel the muscles in his forearm, sinewy and ropey through the sleeve of his jacket. They tense and pop as he instinctively pulls away. This is bad. I hold on but my grip is weak. “Milton, you do believe me, right?” 


“Of course I believe you.” Milton sounds sad. Milton knows more about me than almost anyone—because I told him things I’ve told very few people who weren’t shrinks. And also because his parents hired a PI to look into my background when we started dating, and he accidentally blabbed about it months after the fact. “It’s just, you’re a good driver.” 


For just a moment, I consider telling him the truth. Blink, and it’s gone. “The road was slippery. Or maybe...maybe I fell asleep. I don’t know, okay? I was exhausted. I don’t remember exactly. I hit my head.” 


“Yeah.” He ﬁnds it in him to grin and rufﬂes my hair. “You’re going to look like a football for a while. Completing your gangsta cred?” 


I chuckle. I want him to keep touching me. 


His look turns serious. “I believe you, Addie.” He knows I hate the nickname, but the more I protested the more he made it sort of a playful tug-of-war until it stuck, whether I liked it or not. “But I have the right to be worried. And your airbag—it didn’t deploy.” 


“My bad for buying a crappy used car.” Last year, he did offer to buy me a brand-new sedan, one with the top safety rating in its category. But I always had an issue with accepting his money—by extension, his parents’ money— ever since I found out about the PI. 


I can handle the fact that they hate me, but investigating me is another thing. 


“Have they told you when they’re letting me go home?” 


He shrugs. “I tried to ask at Reception but they barely acknowledged I was there, so...” He gives me a guilty smile. “Can I at least get you something to pass the time? A magazine from the lobby? A book?” 


Yes. As a matter of fact, you can get me a phone, hopefully one with a signal and a full battery and an internet connection. But I just return his smile in a properly pained way and shake my head. 


“I’ll see if I can ﬁnd a nurse. Or someone who knows what’s going on.” He makes a motion to leave but slowly, reluctantly, as if he’s hoping I’ll ask him to stay. 


“Milton,” I blurt, like it’s my last chance. For all I know, it is. “Wait. There’s a... thing I think I remember. Or maybe I imagined it. Or dreamed it, if I really did fall asleep.” 


Alarm crosses his features. He doesn’t have time to hide it, and I nearly change my mind but realize it’s too late to go back. “I saw something,” I say, swallowing. My mouth immediately goes sandpaper dry. “On the road, someone jumped out in front of my car. I didn’t have time to see. A ﬁgure.” 


Milton’s brows, a few shades darker than his sandy-blond hair, knit as he frowns. “Addie,” he says, “have you told anyone? Have you told the police?” 


“Police?” I stammer. “Why would I—” 


But in that moment, I’m miraculously saved from the mess I got myself into. I hear rapidly approaching clacking steps that don’t sound like a nurse’s orthopedic sneakers, and a moment later, someone yanks the plastic curtain out of the way. No hello,no are you decent. 


“Jesus Christ, Andrea. Not this bullshit again. What on earth where you thinking?” 


With maroon lipstick at seven a.m. and fury blazing forth off her gold-rimmed bifocals, the formidable Cynthia Boudreaux has arrived. 


“I wasn’t drunk,” I say through gritted teeth. “I fell asleep at the wheel.” I don’t glance at Milt, and he keeps mum, thank God. The mysterious-ﬁgure-in-the-middle-ofthe-road version of events has been forgotten for now. 


The woman who raised me from age twelve dismisses me with a wave of her hand. She probably already knows I wasn’t in a DUI-related accident—the nurses or the police would have told her, because no such nonsense as patient conﬁdentiality ever got in the way of Cynthia Boudreaux. I don’t understand why she’s here. Certainly not out of concern for me. Even if she had any, once upon a time, I sure did everything in my power to make sure this was no longer the case. 


“They’ll be releasing her soon,” she says over my head at Milt. “I’m going to take her home.” 


The ominous way she says the last word, with a subtle but present emphasis, tells me she doesn’t mean the town house. 


“No way,” I protest. 


“Did you get her stuff from Reception?” Cynthia’s icy gaze doesn’t waver from Milt, like I don’t even exist. 


“Here,” he says, complying, handing her the plastic bag with all my belongings. I’m stricken speechless by the betrayal unfolding right before my eyes, and Milt studiously avoids looking at me. She snatches the bag out of his hand and peers in. 


“Is her phone in there?” 


“No.” 


She ﬁshes unceremoniously through my things, unzips my purse, and plunges her veiny hand with its gold rings into its depths, retrieving my wallet that she ﬂips open and 


ﬂeetingly inspects. “Anything else missing?” 


“Why would anything be missing? Mom?” 


For once, the m word fails to get her attention. 


“Go check at Reception again,” she says to Milt. “Make sure we have everything. Her car keys. Where are her car keys?” 


Milt looks uncertain. He opens his mouth to say something but cuts himself off, silenced by my adoptive mother’s sharp glare. The second he vanishes on the other side of the white curtain, Cynthia drops the act—it’s an instant, head-to-toe ﬂip, a shape-shifter changing form. She takes her glasses off and rubs the bridge of her nose where the little plastic pads have left two kidney-shaped red marks in her foundation. Her shoulders drop, relaxing from the perfect politician’s wife posture; even her face itself seems to fall an inch or two, a mask with loosened strings. 


“Do you think I don’t know what you’re up to?” she says in a hoarse, loud whisper. “Do you think you’re the only smart person around here? And if I can ﬁgure it out, so can the police.” She heaves a noisy sigh that smells like her herbal supplements and mouthwash. “I knew it would come back to bite you. I knew it.” 


I lift myself up on my elbows. “Mom, what are you going on about?” 


“Don’t mom me,” she snaps. “We’re well past that, Andrea, and you really should have thought about it when—” 


“I wasn’t driving drunk, and I wasn’t texting. I swear.” I make a move to catch her hand, which she eludes. “Why did they take my phone? Was it the police?” 


“And they have your thermal cup too,” she says dryly. “They’re analyzing the contents.” 


A thought ﬂits through my head: Good, let them think I spiked my coffee with some dregs of cheap whiskey I conﬁscated from one of my shelter kids; let them think I swallowed pills, whatever. I don’t let the thought show on my face. 


“But that’s not the point,” Cynthia adds. “Anyway, we’re going home now; I already called our lawyer, and if they want to talk to you, not a word without him present, understand?” 


“I’m not going to your house,” I say, struggling to contain the anger that ﬁlls my chest. “I’m going home. I’ll ask Milt to drive me.” 


“Milton is coming too,” she says, not missing a single beat. “Just keep in mind, your sister is there, so at least have the decency to behave.” 


At the news that my adopted sister is home, an electric tingle of alarm shoots down my spine, and I know that whatever it is might not have anything to do with the crash after all. 


And it must be really, really bad. 


“Mom—” 


A nurse comes in, her bulky presence overﬁlling the small space, all canned hospital cheer and smell of disinfectant. Cynthia puts her glasses back on and reluctantly steps aside, letting the nurse yank the catheter needle out of my arm and disconnect me from the heart rate monitor. For better or for worse, I’m being let go. 


The nurse is professional and efﬁcient, and before I know it, I’m seated in a wheelchair, a piece of folded-up gauze stuck to the crook of my elbow with clear tape. The whole time, she manages not to look me in the eye once, and whenever she speaks, I feel like she’s talking at me, not to me. Like Cynthia’s been giving her lessons. 


Just as she hands me over to another nurse, a short Filipino woman, I turn and glimpse at her over my shoulder— in time to catch her looking. An expression races across her face but vanishes before I can make anything of it, facial muscles relaxing and eyebrow creases smoothing back to a waxy neutrality. 


I recognize this look, or one like it, from many years ago. 


From after the ﬁre. When I forever became That Boy’s Sister. 










Chapter Three


The woman whose friends knew her as Cassie hid a difﬁcult start behind her cheerful, optimistic demeanor. Photos from her youth show a beautiful, smiling girl with piercing green eyes and long, glossy brunette tresses, teased up per the dictates of late eighties fashion. But by the time her children, Andrea and Eli, were born in 1990, that smile had faded. 


The children’s father had an extensive arrest record for felonies ranging from petty theft to battery and assault. Cassandra had lost touch with her only remaining family, an elderly aunt, and dropped most of her friends. Her coworkers reported that she showed up with bruises poorly concealed by makeup. 


When the twins were only two years old, she ﬁnally snapped. After a particularly violent episode, she pressed charges against her ﬁrst husband and spent several months at a women’s shelter. She could have easily gone down a familiar path: more dysfunctional relationships, alcohol, drugs, and eventual tragedy. But instead, things took a good turn. She found a job, which allowed her to leave the shelter and move into an apartment with the twins. For several years, Cassie worked long hours on minimum wage, still managing to support herself and her children. Eventually, she got a cashier job at a furniture store, and shortly after that, she married the store’s owner, Sergio Bianchi. 


Now a housewife living in a spacious suburban home, Cassie’s future looked as bright as ever. But everything was shattered when tragedy found its way back into Cassie’s life, from the place she least expected it. 


—Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the 


Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.


 


 


FIFTEEN YEARS EARLIER: BEFORE THE FIRE 


Crouched on the brick border of a ﬂowerbed across from the school playground, Andrea stares at the face of the hot-pink watch around her wrist. She wiggles its translucent strap with bits of glitter trapped in the plastic. It’s uncomfortable, even on the loosest setting, too small for a twelve-year-old, and the buckle leaves a sweaty red welt in the plump, pale ﬂesh of her wrist. That’s why she keeps the watch hidden under her sleeve at all times. 


Other girls don’t wear watches with cartoon characters anymore. Other girls paint their lips in front of the bathroom mirror during breaks and smoke during lunch, perched on the windowsill next to the window that only opens a smidgen. Andrea thought she might like smoking: The smell of it, whenever she dashes in and out of the bathroom unnoticed, tickles her nostrils in a way that’s not unpleasant, and it makes her ponder other exciting possibilities like stealing sips of Miller beer at a high schoolers’ party, or even making out with boys. She’s not entirely sure what making out consists of and how it’s different from just kissing. But she knows these are the things she’s supposed to want, even though she can never quite get a clear mental image. 


And besides, the cigarette smoke makes her think of Sergio, her mom’s husband. Sergio is supposed to have quit, but she knows he still sneaks cigarettes on the balcony when her mom isn’t home. She caught him once, when she came home from school ﬁfteen minutes early. She felt strange watching him, leaning on his elbow on the balcony railing as he exhaled smoke through ﬂared nostrils. He looked different alone, lost in his thoughts as he tapped the ashes over the railing. A tiny spark detached itself from the glowing tip of the cigarette, drew a luminous orange arc in the air, and winked out gracelessly to a black point. She felt like she was seeing something she wasn’t supposed to. Like watching scary movies through a crack in the door. 


He caught her looking after only a few seconds, but he must have thought she’d been standing there for a while. He didn’t look alarmed. He waved her over, and she trudged through the backyard, right through the snow Sergio was supposed to shovel from the pathway but didn’t. Now it had developed a grayish crust that crunched under her boots. Sinking to midcalf, she stumbled over. 


“Let’s keep this a secret, hmm, kid?” he said. “I’ll get you something you want, and you don’t tell Mom, all right?” 


This was when she could have asked for one of those charm bracelets, or a new set of gel pens, or a Discman, or bedazzled jeans with the butterﬂies above the hems like the other girls had. She would have gotten it—she was fairly sure—because if she told her mom about the cigarette, there would be yelling, and there was a chance Sergio wouldn’t get to be her dad anymore, which was not what she wanted. She still isn’t sure why she didn’t ask for something nicer. 


Now she glances at the watch, and the long, thin hand with the jumping pink heart on it seems to twitch and jerk in one place without ever moving. Only ten minutes are left until the lunch hour is over, and Andrea considers going back, slinking along the wall to wait in front of the classroom even though you’re not supposed to before the ﬁrst bell. Bathrooms have been her respite until this year, but now the lip gloss and cigarette girls have claimed them as their ﬁefdom, and she’d sooner throw herself off the roof. 


A noise, and her head snaps up. It’s a wrong noise. It’s coming from the ﬁre exit by the gym where she snuck out. The door wails and groans as someone swings it wide open, and then it crashes shut. She hears giggling and excited shrieks. She knows who she’ll see before they come into her range of sight. 


Andrea is twelve, and the girls are thirteen. Her December birthday not only shortchanges her on birthday gifts, which double as Christmas presents, but it also makes her one of the youngest in her grade. And in those few months that feel like a chasm she’ll never be able to get across, all the others seem to have picked up on things intuitively, things Andrea still has no clue about. Andrea isn’t a pretty girl. She’s not rich enough to compensate, and she’s never been smart. She’s just a strange, lonely girl, in an age before smartphones, before the internet was ubiquitous, before strange, lonely girls had online friends to conﬁde in and blogs to ﬁll with bad poems. 


She is, however, smart enough to know what they’re here for. Under the sleeves of her sweater, yesterday’s bruises make themselves known, and her right ribs throb with every inhale. The girls are coming. There’s one especially, Leeanne, who is the worst of them all. Whenever Andrea thinks of her, even when she’s not at school, even on Saturday mornings when Sergio is making pancakes for all of them, her stomach twists with dread. Her heart starts to race like when the teacher makes them run laps in gym. 


The laughter and voices grow closer and closer, and Andrea knows she must hide. A panicked glance around conﬁrms that she has nowhere to go, only open space everywhere; the playground won’t hide her. So she does the only thing she can: She ducks behind the brick border and ﬂattens herself against the earth. She lets herself think that maybe, just maybe, the border is tall enough to hide her. Maybe if Leeanne doesn’t see her right away, she’ll think Andrea is hiding somewhere else, and Leeanne and her posse will leave. 


The ground is mind-bogglingly cold, and damp seeps through Andrea’s gray sweater, the one Leeanne called a dishrag last week. Andrea stuck it in the trash once she got home, but her mom ﬁshed it out and made her wear it again. Her jeans are black, and the mud won’t show as much, but the sweater will be ruined. Andrea presses her cheek into the earth and ﬂexes her ﬁngers in the dirt. It’s so cold that her hands go numb at once. 


The steps grow closer, and Leeanne’s peals of laughter ring out right over her head. She squeezes her eyes shut. 


“Oh my God. Look at her. What is she doing?” The voice belongs to another girl, and every word drips with disdain. 


Andrea barely has time to draw a breath. A hand grabs the back of her collar and pulls her up as if she were a kitten. 


“Eww! Let her go, Leelee. So gross,” says the ﬁrst voice. 


“You disgusting little pig,” Leeanne’s voice sneers, so close to Andrea’s face that she can smell her strawberry gum. “Look at yourself. You’re repulsive.” 


The other two girls start to make oinking noises. Andrea’s collar cuts deep into her neck. She tries to steady herself on the brick border but her hands slip off it. Tears are stubbornly sneaking from under her shut eyelids. 


“What a shame. You got mud all over that nice sweater. What will Mommy think?” 


Andrea opens her eyes to see Leeanne’s rapturous grin just inches from her face. She has a little bit of glittery pink gloss on one of her front teeth. The light of day brings out the pimple on her forehead that she coated with concealer. She wears that cropped puffy coat with the white fur trim that all the girls envy. Leeanne’s parents are rich, and she has everything. Lip gloss, platform shoes, bedazzled jeans, rabbit fur collars. 


Suddenly Andrea knows what to do. Leeanne is leering while her two cronies keep on oinking, pressing their ﬁngertips with pink-polished nails into their noses to turn them up. Andrea raises her hand, unclenches her ﬁngers, and plants the handful of mud into the dead center of Leeanne’s white coat. 


For a moment, everyone is stunned into silence. Then Leeanne’s shriek nearly splits her eardrums. The girls yelp oh my God and look what she did and what a little bitch. Leeanne’s grip loosens on Andrea’s collar, and just as Andrea draws in a lungful of air, Leeanne’s palm connects with her right cheek. 


The slap goes off like an explosion and sends her ﬂying right back onto the muddy lawn. The world tilts as she lands on her side, the impact knocking the wind out of her. 


“You bitch! You’ll pay for this,” shrieks Leeanne. Andrea realizes her mistake, but all she has time to do is curl up on her side, pulling her knees up to her chin. Leeanne’s pointy-toed boot digs into her side, right into yesterday’s bruise, drawing a gasp from her. Her mouth ﬁlls with mud as more kicks rain down from all directions. Suddenly, they stop, and she realizes the ringing isn’t inside her skull—it’s the bell far overhead. 


When she opens her eyes again, the girls are gone. But she can’t go to class—she knows that. She barely ﬁnds the strength to sit up. Tears are running down her face freely now, and she smears them along with the mud all over her cheeks. 


“Hey! Addie.” 


She spins around and sees a lone, lanky silhouette sauntering toward her. She wants to call out to him, but if she opens her mouth, she knows she’ll start to sob. 


“What happened?” He crouches to be at her face level, and she turns her head away. “Shit. Leeanne again?” 


“Mom will kill me,” Andrea murmurs, surprised that it’s the ﬁrst thing that comes to mind. 


“Why? It wasn’t your fault.” 


“For the sweater.” 


Her brother’s face blurs with the tears in her eyes. Eli is everything Andrea is not, like he’d leeched all the bright colors out of her when they were still in the womb, and some of the girls are already starting to look at him in that way, giggling behind their hands. 


“Don’t worry about the sweater. I’ll switch with you.” Their mom buys their clothes at Walmart, and he’s wearing the same gray sweater with ﬁtted cuffs, except scrupulously clean. “Come on, Addie. Let’s go get you cleaned up.” 


She lets go of a tiny sob. Eli grins and picks up some of the mud at his feet. 


“Hey. Look.” Under her puzzled gaze, he smears the dirt along his hairline and down his cheek. She can’t help but giggle. “Feel better? Come on. We’ll be late for class.” 


“You’re not going to go to class like this,” she says. 


“Sure I am. Boys will be boys, right?” 










Chapter Four


They smuggle me out the back like some celebrity after a stint in rehab. So it really must be that bad, I think, trying not to let myself panic. 


Milt takes the back seat on the passenger’s side, next to me, in Cynthia’s black, shiny Cadillac SUV. The morning is obscenely bright and sunny, and the car is stuffy like a toaster oven from soaking up the sunshine in the parking lot. I watch my adoptive mother jab the buttons irritably with her manicured ﬁnger until the fans start their quiet hum in the four corners of the car. My sweat cools on my upper lip. Here, in the gauzy aroma of Cynthia’s lilac air freshener, I notice the sour, stale smell wafting from me. It can’t be coming from the clean clothes Milt brought me from home, my favorite old jeans and a sweatshirt I’d left thrown over the back of a chair in the bedroom, in another life. It seems to seep from my very pores, and I detect my own fetid breath, which means it’s even worse than I can tell. I smell not too unlike my charges when they show up at the shelter, hoping for a place to turn in for the night, or at least for a cup of coffee and ﬁve minutes in a tepid shower. 


As soon as I’m home, I’m going to run a bath, I think automatically, my mind on the oversize oval tub in our town house. Except I’m not going home and there will be no bath, not for a little bit. 


“Can I have my phone now?” I pipe up. 


“You don’t have a phone anymore,” Cynthia says ﬂatly. My snappish retort dies when I see her eyes in the rearview mirror. Her regular Botox appointments maintain her face in a pleasing, smooth expression, but in spite of all that paralyzing toxin, her glare manages to convey murder. So I decide to keep quiet. 


When we turn the corner onto the quiet street where the house sits at the very end, I sit up straight and look around. My adoptive parents used to live in an honest-to-God gated community, right up until the out-of-nowhere divorce that came as a surprise even to me. The ensuing move from the McMansion to the neat Victorian-style cottage in an uppermiddle-class area was a comedown Cynthia never got over. That was when Cynthia’s own biological daughter began to hate her. I, for one, was glad to be out of that mansion. Maybe it’s all the memories of life right after the ﬁre that I was glad to leave behind. Maybe I just liked the cottage that smelled like home—not my home, maybe, but a home. 


Right now, there are cars—not our neighbors’ quaint Toyota SUVs and dated Jeeps, but other cars, vans splashed with logos. One or two have that telltale tower sticking out of them, like something from a cartoon. 


“Milton,” Cynthia says in that reserved voice that nonetheless manages to be commanding. He nods, shrugs out of his jacket, and throws it over me. It’s big enough to cover me entirely, like a large, warm tent that smells like him. Except right now it’s anything but comforting. 


“What the hell is going on?” I ask, peering out from under the collar. 


He gives me a look so apologetic it borders on pity. “Come along, Addie.” 


We make our way through the swarm of reporters, and all I can see are legs and feet: my own once-white work shoes, Milt’s brown leather boots, Cynthia’s maroon stocky heels and massive nylon-clad calves in front of me. And other shoes, crowding in from all sides: loafers, sneakers, pumps. Voices descend on us, overwhelming despite the coat that covers me from head to midthigh. 


“Do you have any comment, Andrea? What can you tell us about what happened?” 


Milton yells at them to get the fuck away from me, or something like that—I don’t make out the actual words. Cynthia’s shrill voice chimes in: Please disperse; she will not be talking to anyone right now. Finally, the front door opens, swallows us up, and shuts behind us. I throw the coat off me with all the violence my painkiller-weakened muscles can muster, just in time to see Cynthia turn the two locks and slide the latch into place too. 


“I was afraid it would be worse,” Milt is saying. 


“Worse?” Cynthia hisses. “How can it possibly be worse?” 


That’s when I realize I’ve had enough. “One of you is going to tell me what the fuck is going on,” I snap. “Right fucking now.” 


They turn to me as if on command, and their faces soften, expressions shifting. 


“Addie,” Milt says in that pacifying tone, the same one he used when we had The Talk months ago about taking a break. 


“You should go to your room and rest,” Cynthia cuts in. “You have a concussion, for goodness’ sake. You’re not thinking clearly.” 


“I think I’m the only one here right now who’s thinking clearly.” 


Cynthia looks at Milt, half-pleading, half-exasperated. He steps forward, tiny steps like he’s about to tame a wild horse, and tries to take my arm. I throw him off. He grabs it again, more insistent this time, and I’m reminded that he’s an athlete who still works out ﬁve days a week, and the heaviest thing I’ve lifted in years is a beer can. He leads me along to the staircase up to where my old room used to be, next to my sister’s. 


“I hate to say this, Addie, but this time, you should listen to her,” he mutters into my ear. 


“What happened? Don’t lie to me, Milt. Not you too. Please. What happened?” 


“Nothing you need to worry about. Nothing that has anything to do with you.” 


“Did I do something?” 


“No.” 


“Did I...did I run someone over? Did I kill someone?” 










Chapter Five


The door of my old room closes behind Milt and me, and it’s like we’ve fallen through time nearly ten years back. I only lived here from about sixteen until I turned eighteen, and I was sure that the moment I moved out, Cynthia would tear everything down and turn the room into a nice, faceless, prim “guest room” for hypothetical guests who would never arrive. But she never touched it. Not that I had been very keen on decorating and personalizing. The wallpaper is the same as when we moved in, pale blue with tiny silver ﬂowers. There’s a single bed with a gray bedspread, a vanity, a dresser with drawers, and one of those built-in wall closets nothing ever ﬁts into, with a latticed door that doesn’t close all the way. And most importantly, the TV on the dresser, half facing the bed. A TV that Cynthia forgot about, thank God. 


The remote has been lost years ago so I use the power button on the TV itself—it’s one of those boxy old ones you can only ﬁnd on the curb nowadays. Once upon a time, when I came to live with the Boudreaux family when I was twelve, it was still considered something special to have a TV in your room. My sister even had a computer. 


The TV ﬂickers on with that satisfying hum, and the sound appears before the picture. It’s not like in the movies and TV shows when you fall on the news report you’re looking for right away—I have to browse through infomercials and before-school cartoons before I happen on a news channel. 


They’re talking about something else, some economic crisis in some part of the world that’s important indeed, I’m sure, but right now it makes me want to smash the TV in frustration. Behind me, Milt clears his throat. 


“Addie...” 


“Don’t call me Addie.” 


“Andrea. You sure you want to do this?” 


I don’t bother answering him. 


“Andrea, turn off the TV.” 


“I’ll ﬁnd out anyway,” I snarl. As if on command, the screen ﬂickers and changes, and the next thing I know, my brother’s face splashes across it, life-size. 


It’s a shock that makes my breath catch. The old TV screen distorts his features a little, turns clean lines blurry, bright colors murky. This is my brother as an adult, a sharp contrast to the image of him from ﬁfteen years ago that’s still engraved on my memory: covered in soot, wild-eyed, clutching the lighter in his hand still, his knuckles stark white against the dirt and ash. 


Everyone always said he’d grow up to be a heartbreaker. I don’t know if I’d describe what I’m seeing as a heartbreaker. His face that promised to be chiseled with cut-glass cheekbones like our mother’s has gone gaunt and angular instead, his nose aquiline and lips thin, pale, and pressed together so they almost disappear. His hair is too long, in need of a cut, but that only underlines the sharp M shape of a hairline that’s starting to recede before its time. Even its coppery-gold color, inherited from the birth father we never knew, seems to have faded, leeched out by time or lack of nutrients or a hard-luck lifestyle. The stubble on his cheeks and chin is patchy, unhealthy looking, and his eyes look dull and dark, like windows of an abandoned house long after the last lights have gone out. 


My ﬁrst thought is that it’s all been a mistake, that it’s not him. Not my beautiful brother whom everyone loved, the golden boy. Yet as soon as I met Milt’s gaze and saw that look in his eyes back at the hospital, I knew who this was about. Deep down, I’ve always known this would eventually happen. 


What did you do, Eli? What the hell did you do? 


My knees buckle, and I ﬁnd myself sitting right on the ﬂoor at the foot of my old bed. 


The face ﬂickers out, and in its place appears a close-up of a ramshackle duplex-type building. Police tape is strewn about everywhere, like Halloween decorations. 


“...currently wanted by police after a young woman’s body was found inside an apartment in northeast Denver. If you know anything about the suspect’s whereabouts, please call...” The image changes once again, to rows of information and a scrolling phone number in an urgent red font. And before I can release my breath, the newscast moves on, the image changing back to the anchor. 


Numbly, I watch her frosty-pink glossed lips move. She could be talking about anything. I’m no longer listening. 


So that’s it, then? 


Milton groans, and I realize I spoke out loud. “What do you mean ‘that’s it’? He killed someone.” 


“We don’t know that,” I say automatically. 


“Yes, we do. At least the reporters on the front lawn sure do.” 


“They creamed their pants the moment they heard the name,” I snap. My gaze is still riveted on the TV. Waiting for what I know is to come. “That’s all. It doesn’t mean it’s true.” 


Milt sighs. “What I don’t understand is why you’re defending him right now.” 


“I am not defending anyone. Maybe you think I should just jump to conclusions, like everyone else?” 


As if on cue, the TV ﬂickers back to my brother’s picture. Except this time, it’s a different picture, one I remember and recognize, and it makes my heart clench with raw pain, like taking a bullet. It’s the school picture the year we turned twelve—the hazy lilac-and-blue background they hung up in the gym blasted by two powerful lamps that brought out every single stray hair and adolescent blemish, that cruelly bounced off braces and glasses, sealing our fate onto glossy photo paper for all eternity. But Eli looks wonderful. He’s not facing the camera head-on like in that other, newer photo—a mug shot? His head is turned just barely to the right, and the corner of his mouth curls in a knowing smirk, a cute kid about to become a handsome man. 
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