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Dedication




To my parents, who never stopped believing in me.
To my husband, who helped me chase my dreams.
And to every person affected by senseless violence.


May you get the justice you deserve. 











  
  
Content Warnings




This book contains content on topics such as sexual situations, homicide, miscarriage, and alcoholism.


Please proceed with caution. 











  
  

PART ONE


THE MATCHSTICK





“Before you embark on a journey of revenge,


dig two graves.”


— Confucius











  
  
Chapter one



Brooklyn Blatrix awoke at precisely 3:12 in the morning, an inexplicable trend that had been recurring for the past several nights. She attributed it to nerves about college graduation later that day, so she grabbed her cell phone and selected one of her favorite true crime podcasts— Dastardly Deeds—to lull her back to sleep.



“She was stabbed 110 times by her husband,” the co-host of Dastardly Deeds informed her invisible audience. “It was so brutal that she was almost decapitated.”

“That’s so, like, insane,” the other co-host added. “And isn’t it always the husband that does it? Like, always.” 

“All I know is that stuff like this makes me never want to get married.”

	“Speaking of marriage, our sponsor today is the Blatrix Vacuum Cleaner, so if you do murder your spouse, perhaps you can clean up a bit of the crime scene with its dual-power motors.”

	“Oh my gosh, Danica,” the co-host laughed. “You can’t just say that.”

	The two podcast hosts snickered so hard they snorted.



	Brooklyn rolled her eyes and smiled at the shameless plug that was her family’s claim to fame: the Blatrix vacuum, the Cadillac of carpet cleaners. It’s how she paid for college, and how her alcoholic father had managed to remain financially comfortable despite never having worked a day in his life. At times it was annoying, like when people made inappropriate jokes about her surname (ever since middle school), but despite that, the simple household device had made her life much easier when it came down to it.  

Brooklyn fast-forwarded through the commercial to the next part of the podcast. She found respite in the horror that was other stranger’s lives—mysteries and abominable crimes that could easily be shut off or changed by the click of her phone or television’s button. She even thought of starting her own true crime podcast one day, and loosely planned the dream as she drifted off to sleep in the warmth and safety of her bed.


      [image: image-placeholder]Brooklyn felt like she wasn’t the prettiest girl at college. In fact, she felt like she wasn’t even the prettiest girl in the room. She hid her issues of self-esteem under copious amounts of makeup, watching hours upon hours of tutorials on YouTube to figure out how to properly contour her face to at least photograph well. And today of all days was when she needed to photograph well. She had spent the last four years working toward her Bachelor of Science in Funeral Services, and on this day she would be awarded her degree. Her mother, Elaine, and boyfriend, Cash, sat in the stands of Aberdeen University’s auditorium.

Oh, my sweet Cash, Brooklyn thought as she fidgeted in line. 

He was going to propose tonight—she was sure of it. She’d discussed it at length with her best friend, Ruby, about how and when the proposal would go down. Her hard-earned graduation from Aberdeen University was the perfect time. 

Aberdeen was a private college in the buckle of the Bible Belt in Oklahoma City, even though it was not a religious institute. With an intimate graduating class that couldn’t have been more than two hundred people, the ceremony wasn’t expected to last past an hour and a half. Nerves combined with the building’s ages-old air conditioning unit caused the makeup Brooklyn so carefully applied to slowly melt off her face. 

Brooklyn’s hands shook even though her class had practiced the graduation ceremony the day before. She trembled so visibly she almost didn’t notice the buzz in her pocket. She lifted the black graduation gown and stuck her hand in the pocket of her dress—one she’d sewn herself for such an occasion—to retrieve her cell phone.

Who would be texting her at a time like this? Everyone important was in the stands awaiting Brooklyn’s name to be called. Hers would be one of the first due to her surname, and she wanted to hurry up and get it over with. She’d rehearsed the ceremony in her head multiple times that day, to no particular avail. 

	“Audrey Elizabeth Baldwin!” the announcer called.

	Brooklyn counted the people in front of her and snuck a peek at her cell phone. Cash’s picture popped up along with a message.



	I can’t do this anymore. We’re over.





Brooklyn’s breath caught in her throat, and her smile quickly faded.

	“Zachariah Calvin Beaver!” the announcer said.

	Brooklyn managed to send three question marks in quick succession to Cash before she had to return her phone to her pocket. Confused tears began to force themselves over her eyelids like a busted dam when the announcer called her name.

	“Brooklyn Avery Blatrix!”

	Brooklyn forced a smile so wide it looked like the corners of her lips had been sliced open. The red lipstick didn’t help her cause, giving her even more of a Glasgow smile. She felt like two fingers were hooked in each corner of her mouth, stretching it wide to show the teeth she’d desperately tried to whiten with strips the night before. She blinked, letting the tears fall, as she walked across the stage and accepted her diploma. She turned toward the photographer and forced her grin wider. Mascara ran down her cheeks like muddy tire tracks.

	The photographer took several shots before waving her along, and Brooklyn hunched over and ran out of the rear exit. She leaned her back against the brick wall of the auditorium and scrambled for her phone. She sent Cash text after text demanding to know what he meant, calling him three times with no answer.



This is a joke, right?



	Call me. Now.



	You’re not being funny, Cash. 





Brooklyn opened the door to the auditorium and went back to find her seat. She fiddled with her graduation cap, which she’d spent hours gluing rhinestones onto it to spell out “She believed she could, so she did,” when another buzz came from her pocket.



I’m not joking. I can’t do this anymore. Our relationship died a long time ago. I’m moving on and u should 2.





Moving on? From what? This was a joke—Brooklyn was sure of it. He was just playing around to throw her off the trail he was going to propose. 

But when it was time to throw the cap in the air, she scanned the crowd until she found her mother and best friend, and Cash wasn’t with them.

Her graduation cap smacked her square in her left eye as a tear fell from her cheek. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Reservations at the local steakhouse went unfulfilled that evening. In lieu of celebrating with her family and friends, Brooklyn chose to retreat to her apartment alone and rid herself of every piece of romantic paraphernalia that reminded her of her now ex-boyfriend. 

	Brooklyn’s apartment was in the northern part of a little town called Chanhassen nestled comfortably between Mustang and Yukon, south of Oklahoma City. Her commute to Aberdeen had only been about twenty minutes. She could have chosen to live at home with her mother, Elaine Blatrix, who lived in the city of Guthrie, which was much farther north than Brooklyn felt comfortable commuting each day. She could have also chosen to live with her father, Ted Blatrix, who resided on the opposite side of the region in a tiny town called Tuttle. Wanting to venture out on her own a bit as a twenty-two-year-old, Brooklyn chose a cheap apartment called the Prestige Heights, a small brick complex behind a Sonic drive-in and a liquor store off Main Street where she’d been born and lived her whole life.

	Cash Withers had been Brooklyn’s high school sweetheart since sophomore year at Chanhassen High. As tenth-grade babies, their respective parents had warned them the relationship likely wouldn’t last past graduation — but they were proven wrong. Cash and Brooklyn were in love and had planned on getting engaged after they both graduated college.

	At least, that’s what Brooklyn thought.

	“Do you think he’ll propose tonight?” Brooklyn had asked Ruby the day before. “I’m getting my nails done just in case.”

	Wedding magazines were strewn about her bedroom, and she’d begun a Pinterest board titled FUTURE MRS. WITHERS. The dress she had meticulously sewn for graduation doubled as an engagement party outfit — a white sequin 1920s-style dress with feathers at the bottom. Brooklyn had spent weeks planning the outfit and putting it together, matching it with a pair of sparkly, silver heels. She didn’t want her nails to upstage her anticipated ring, though, so she went with a simple French manicure. 

	But here she was, scrolling through years of photos on her cell phone, stewing over picture after picture of who she thought had been her future husband. She took breaks to scream into her pillow only to resume crying and begging for her ex to respond.



	Six years of my life down the drain. How could you?!



Please just talk to me. I NEED to know why you’re acting like this.



Cash. Please text me back. I know we can work through this.





Her desperate pleas went unnoticed by Cash, and it wasn’t until Brooklyn pulled up his social media accounts, she realized why.


      [image: image-placeholder]Ninety percent of Brooklyn’s photos on social media either contained a picture of Cash or an event he was present at. They’d been together for six years, so naturally, her entire social media presence practically revolved around him. A fresh waterfall of tears escaped Brooklyn’s eyes when she searched Cash’s profile and found he’d deleted every trace of their relationship within five hours of his text breakup.

	And then she saw the tagged photos.

	A girl whose profile name was princessdi_abolical—a twenty-something girl with hair the color of plums—had tagged three photos of Cash at a bar with a group of friends the night of Brooklyn’s college graduation. The first photo showed the group inebriated and laughing, trying their best to pose as their drunken movements blurred the picture. When Brooklyn swiped the screen, she saw princessdi_abolical kissing Cash’s cheek.

	Brooklyn sat for a moment, staring at the screen, as she felt her heart splinter like a tree struck by lightning. It branched through her chest and into her lungs until she couldn’t breathe.

	Brooklyn studied the girl in the picture intently. She didn’t recognize her, so she assumed Cash had met her in one of his classes at the college he attended. She and Cash had tried to study together as often as possible even though they’d attended separate schools, and she’d never seen the girl before. The questions she had were endless and painful, but she did know one thing she needed to do.

	Instead of going photo by photo and status by status to delete anything related to Cash and their experiences together, Brooklyn simply shut down each of her social media accounts. She scrubbed her phone of the thousands of photos she had of her ex, and — finally — deleted the years-old thread of text messages from him. 

	I need a fresh start, she thought to herself but knew this needed to wait until the morning. She was all cried out, her heart a broken, sickly mess, so she curled up under her covers and sobbed herself to sleep.


      [image: image-placeholder]Brooklyn awoke to the sound of her phone dinging. She snatched the cell from the end table beside her bed and scrutinized each notification carefully, hoping something would be from Cash, but it was a fruitless endeavor. Each text was from her best friend, Ruby Rivers. 




Thinking of u.


	Remember - u deserve better.


	R U OK? 


	Get ready now. Coming over in 30 mins.






Brooklyn reluctantly showered and haphazardly threw on an outfit consisting of yoga pants and a tee shirt. Glancing in her bathroom mirror, she noticed her brown locks hanging past her shoulders were frizzier than usual and her eyes were so puffy and bloodshot from crying she could barely see. 

	All she could think about was the girl with the purple hair.

	As Brooklyn mulled over her appearance, the door to her apartment popped open, and a plastic bag jingled with the unmistakable sound of wine bottles clinking. 

	“Brookie!” Ruby hollered from the kitchen. “I brought wine! Let’s get to drinking.”

	Brooklyn wandered out through the bedroom and into the living area where Ruby struggled to uncork a liter bottle of Moscato—the girls’ personal favorite. She also noticed her favorite flavored tea—a lavender and honey-iced refresher from their local coffee shop, Roasted—sitting on the kitchen island with her name scrawled across it. The thoughtfulness of it made Brooklyn want to cry again. 

	“Holy hell,” Ruby said when they made eye contact. “You look like shit.”

	“Thanks. I feel like it, too.”

	“Cash is an asshole.” Ruby finally popped the cork and poured a generous amount of the Moscato into a wine glass. 

	“You know it’s, like, nine in the morning?” Brooklyn asked with a raised eyebrow.

	“Yes,” Ruby answered, “and my best friend has a broken heart. Plus, we both just graduated. We’re day-drinking today.”

	Brooklyn didn’t protest. The girls settled themselves onto the sofa with their wine glasses filled to the brim, so much so that as the morning continued, wine sloshed around onto the carpet.

	“Did you see his tagged photos from last night?” Brooklyn sobbed as she patted the floor with paper towels.

	“I did! That bastard. Want me to find out who she is?” Ruby asked.

	If there was a degree for creeping on social media profiles, Ruby would have a doctorate. Ruby—who had been best friends with Brooklyn since they met at Aberdeen their freshman year—was pursuing a career in criminal justice. Her dream was to work in the Internet crimes division, seeking out pedophiles, online bullies, and the like. She, too, had graduated the same week and sought employment at the Edmond Police Department just north of Oklahoma City. 

	Ruby did not look like the typical, future police officer, though. She had waist-length, fine blonde hair she wore straight past her shoulders, dressed exclusively in vintage clothes she ordered online (her favorite being a pair of tie-dye bell bottoms and a Bohemian-looking blouse), and collected crystals and house plants. Brooklyn had often wondered how her best friend had decided on a career that contrasted so heavily with her carefree personality. 

	“Found her,” Ruby suddenly announced. Her face was only inches from her phone. She scrolled rapidly, clicking buttons every so often until she discovered what she was looking for.

	“Who is she?” Brooklyn hiccuped as she dabbed at her eyes with a fresh paper towel. 

	“For starters, her name is Diana Barton, and she’s had two DUIs.” Ruby took screenshot after screenshot as she patrolled the various Internet pages. “Has a couple of kids with a couple different guys. Looks like that’s how she keeps them around—just gets knocked up with their bastard and stays with them until they get sick of her. Or she cheats.”

	“What else did you find?” Brooklyn’s stomach twisted.

	“It looks like she’s friends with Cash’s roommate’s girlfriend. That’s probably how they met.”

	Brooklyn sniffled, throwing back the last of the wine in her glass. “You’re too good at this,” she laughed.

	“Hey, it’s what God put me on this earth to do.” Ruby grinned, flashing the tiny gap between her two front teeth, and clicked her phone off. “Enough about her. What are we going to do to help you feel better?”

	Brooklyn shrugged and stood, tossing the crumpled paper towels into the trash can in the kitchen. 

	“We could get more wine.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Brooklyn walked into work the next morning wearing ripped jeans, a pink button-down, and matching rhinestone heels. A lavender and honey-iced tea gripped in her hand shook from drinking so much alcohol the day before. She had tried to manifest some confidence and composure through her outfit and makeup that day—doing her best to hide her hangover—but she could feel herself breaking apart as she walked through the front doors.

	“Brooklyn, you’re late. Again,” the manager of Jazzmyn’s Boutique, a lanky middle-aged woman with stiff, bleached hair, stated coldly. She crossed her arms in front of her and held up her left wrist, showing off her Rolex watch. “It's is the third time this week alone.”

	“I’m really sorry, Barbara,” Brooklyn offered, hiding the drink behind her back. “This week has just been—”

	“We don’t have room for any team members who don’t take this job seriously,” Barbara said through clenched teeth. “Don’t bother clocking in.”

	“But Barbara—”

	“I’ve had enough of your excuses, Brooklyn. I already called Tina to fill in for you today. Let this be a lesson in life: your actions have consequences.”

	Brooklyn’s nose began to tingle—her telltale sign of imminent tears. She spun on her sparkly heels and shoved the door to the boutique open, fleeing the store before anyone could have a chance to see her cry.


      [image: image-placeholder]Brooklyn had managed to stop sobbing long enough to eat dinner with her mother that evening at a Longhorn Steakhouse in the city. Her father had not been invited. His idea of maintaining a relationship with his daughter was calling her drunk once a month and paying for her phone bill. He did send her five hundred dollars as a graduation present even though he had failed to show for that (as was the trend with the major events in his daughter’s life). Ted preferred to keep parenting at arm’s length, tossing money at his daughter every so often but leaving the important things for her mother to deal with. 

Brooklyn often wondered how her mother and father had even married in the first place. They’d divorced when Brooklyn was only five years old, and when she’d asked as a teen what happened, her mother only cited her father’s lack of sobriety. Spoiled with his grandfather’s vacuum money, Ted Blatrix couldn’t hold a job—or his liquor. 

Elaine Blatrix, on the other hand, was a practicing Catholic, a woman who loved to travel (naming her daughter after her favorite city she’d visited when she was studying in New York in her twenties) and had been the principal of St. Dymphna Catholic School for fifteen years.

	Brooklyn often wondered who she took after more, and she assumed it was her father. Elaine Blatrix was the polar opposite of her daughter; they were the left hemisphere and the right hemisphere respectively, interlocking to form the perfect brain. Where Brooklyn could be emotional and flighty, Elaine was a logical planner, always looking for solutions to problems that arose within the family.

	Because of this dichotomy between her and her mother, Brooklyn was not surprised to see Elaine didn’t offer much sympathy after hearing the detailed events of the infamous text message breakup. 

	“I never liked him anyway,” Elaine said in a flat tone. “You need to focus on your future now that you’ve graduated. Work should be your priority.”

	“About that…” Brooklyn’s voice trailed off as she poked at her salmon and quinoa with her fork. “I lost my job earlier today.”

	Despite her efforts to hide her disappointment, Brooklyn could see it in her mother’s dimming chartreuse eyes. 

	“I’m sorry, Mom. I really am.” And then, “But I have this idea. I’m thinking of starting up a true crime podcast, you know, like Dastardly Deeds or another popular one. I think it’ll be a big hit.”

	Elaine was quiet for a moment, taking thoughtful bites of her chicken and shrimp. She finally broke her silence when she said, “Have you finished your apprenticeship for school yet?”

	Brooklyn swallowed a bite, her mouth suddenly dry. “I, uh, haven’t started.”

	“Excuse me? Weren’t you supposed to be doing that concurrently?”

	“I had a hard time finding an apprenticeship during school,” Brooklyn protested. “I just kept putting it off because I couldn’t find any openings. But I’ll look now. I promise.”

	Elaine set her fork down and looked her daughter directly in the eyes. “I know you’ve had a rough week, but you need to focus on your future and what’s important. Find a job and begin your apprenticeship now or you’ll be paying all of your bills from now on.”

	“But Mom—”

	“There’s no excuse for getting fired from your job, Brooklyn. Absolutely none. And putting off your apprenticeship when you had four years to do it is unacceptable.”

	Brooklyn rolled her quinoa around with her fork. There was no way she could afford to pay for her bills without her parents’ help. 

	Everything she had worked for seemed to vanish into the air like smoke from a crematorium. 








  
  
Chapter two



Brooklyn had always been a procrastinator—with school, with work, and with life in general. Her apprenticeship was no different. Her embalming professor, Dr. Burke, had warned her semester after semester to start as early as possible, but she’d failed to listen. She was, as most college-aged kids were, distracted by frat parties and making new friends. Brooklyn was nervous; learning about funeral directing in the safety of the four walls of a classroom was one thing, but being inside a brick-and-mortar funeral home was entirely different. So, she focused on her studies (in between binge drinking fests with her friends), stayed in a small apartment off-campus her mother paid for, and worked full-time at Jazzmyn’s Boutique. 

	Until she was fired, of course.

	But Brooklyn was not one to stay down for long. She pulled herself up by her sling-back pump straps and found herself standing in the parking lot of a firm called Macintosh Mortuary and Memorial Gardens, clutching her resumé and shielding her face from the whipping Oklahoma wind. 

	Brooklyn had found the funeral home on Google and noticed its impeccable reputation. It had five stars across the board with client families raving about how wonderful their funeral director had been, how beautiful the grounds were, and how comfortable they’d felt. Brooklyn had heard of it in passing during class one day when another student announced he’d obtained an apprenticeship there, but otherwise, she knew nothing about it. Driving onto the property, however, confirmed what she’d read online: the grounds really were charming. Looking across the cemetery, she noticed both old and new headstones mixed with pops of color from freshly cut flowers placed at loved ones’ graves. The grass was neatly trimmed and perfectly green. A small mausoleum reflected sunlight in the distance. 

	After a few minutes of deliberation, Brooklyn inhaled and cautiously opened the front door of the funeral home. An elderly lady dressed head to toe in black greeted her at a desk positioned cock-eyed in the foyer. The place cleanly smelled of a mixture of chocolate chip cookies, lilies, and jasmine. 

	“Good afternoon,” the lady said with warmth in her voice. “How can I help you?”

	“I just came in to drop off my resumé,” Brooklyn said, sheepishly thrusting the sheet of paper in the receptionist’s direction. Brooklyn was dressed in a short white skirt, a flamingo, pink-colored blouse, and a black blazer thrown across her shoulders. Apparently the blazer was the only thing she’d done correctly. 

	We never talked about clothing in school, she thought.

	“I’ll be sure this gets to the owner.” The lady smiled as she took the resumé, glancing at it over thinly wired, black glasses. 

	Brooklyn stared down at her stilettos as pink as her face was turning. When she looked back up, she caught a glimpse of a man in a charcoal suit walking down the hallway behind the front desk, his head buried in a fistful of paperwork.

	The man glanced at Brooklyn, and she caught his eyes flickering from her head to her toes before disappearing through a door out of sight.

	Brooklyn wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole.

	“Thank you for bringing this by. What’s your name?” the receptionist asked.

	“Brooklyn Blatrix.”

	“That’s a unique name.”

	“Yes, ma’am. The city and the vacuum. Thank you for your time.”

	Brooklyn turned around and walked as quickly as she could out the front doors of the funeral home without making it obvious how embarrassed she was.

	When she finally made her escape, she let out a deep breath, took off her stilettos, and ran barefoot to her BMW parked on the side of the building.

	She turned one last time to look at the funeral home before climbing into her car and saw a set of blinds flash quickly as if someone had been watching her. 


      [image: image-placeholder]	Tears flowed down Brooklyn’s cheeks as she drove to Roasted, doing her best to convince herself it was only one fashion faux pas and there were plenty of other funeral homes in the Oklahoma City area she could apply to. She was just about to pull her car through the drive-thru when her cell phone buzzed in her purse. 

	“This is Brooklyn.”

	“Hi, Brooklyn. This is Veronica from Macintosh Mortuary. I gave your resumé to the owner, and she wants to know if you could come back by this afternoon for an interview?”

	“This afternoon?” she repeated.

	“We know it’s short notice, but she’s booked the next few days with appointments and services.”

	“Sure. What time were you thinking?” Brooklyn managed a small smile.

	“Can you be here at four-thirty?” Veronica asked.

	“Absolutely.”

	Brooklyn pressed END on her phone and dropped it into her purse. She had exactly three hours to find a black outfit that was professional and presentable.


      [image: image-placeholder]When Brooklyn walked back into Macintosh Mortuary, she was dressed from head to toe in the black clothes she’d purchased from JCPenney. As the former assistant manager of Jazzmyn’s Boutique, she was wildly out of her comfort zone, preferring bright colors and fun patterns like any typical college girl. But this was real life, and she desperately needed to secure this job, so she purchased a knee-length onyx dress with quarter-length sleeves, dark tights, and matching kitten heels. She changed out of her clothes save for the blazer, feeling slightly like her teenage self who had gone through a brief phase freshman year of high school where she wore dark clothes and listened to Marilyn Manson on repeat.

	Nevertheless, Brooklyn walked with her head held high into Macintosh Mortuary. A thirty-something woman in a pantsuit and pearls greeted her at the receptionist’s desk. 

	“Hi, I’m Brooklyn.” 

	“I’m Trudy,” the woman responded. 

Brooklyn immediately observed that Trudy enjoyed her time at the gym from the way her business attire fit her. She was taken aback because she was so beautiful; she hadn’t expected anyone in the funeral industry to be even remotely attractive, based on films and TV shows she’d seen, but Trudy had large breasts hidden underneath her black sweater and a face that resembled a young Elizabeth Taylor. Her hair had been freshly highlighted and she wore it straightened past her shoulders in a blunt cut. 

	Brooklyn felt herself turning envious. She’d straightened her own hair, but it was a mousy brown that matched her peanut-colored eyes. Trudy’s eyes were so blue they looked artificial.

	“Let’s go to the arrangement room,” Trudy offered. 

	Brooklyn followed behind her to a small room to the right of the foyer. She couldn’t help but let her eyes wander down the back of Trudy’s pantsuit.

	Once seated, Brooklyn straightened her posture and picked at her manicure beneath the conference table. She could feel a forgotten price tag scratching the back of her neck.

	“Tell me a little about yourself,” Trudy said, her azure eyes staring intently.

	“Well,” Brooklyn stammered. “I just graduated with my Bachelor of Science in Funeral Services and I’m looking to start my apprenticeship.”

	Trudy glanced over Brooklyn’s resumé and said, “Your last name is unique. Are you—”

	“Yes,” Brooklyn interrupted. “My family invented the Blatrix vacuum. It’s my claim to fame.”

	“Interesting. So, you’re the ‘vacuum heiress’, I suppose?”

	“You could say that.”

	“What about your hobbies?” Trudy asked, switching subjects. 

	“Um, I really like watching true crime shows and documentaries.”

	“Now you’re telling me about yourself.” Trudy smiled.

	“I’m actually planning on creating a podcast. And I graduated with a three-point-nine GPA,” Brooklyn continued. “I’ve been working as the assistant manager for a local boutique the past few years, but I’m ready to get my first ‘big girl job’, I guess you could say.” Brooklyn matched her smile.

	“We do have an apprenticeship position here at Macintosh,” Trudy said as she glanced over Brooklyn’s resumé. “The schedule is Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, along with every other weekend. The primary responsibilities would be cleaning, going on transfers, creating memorial products, and assisting the directors where needed. This could be in the prep room or during services. Does this sound like something you’d be interested in?”

	“Of course,” Brooklyn said a little too quickly. The words shot out of her mouth with an eagerness she couldn’t control.

	“Let me discuss a few things with the assistant manager and I’ll give you a call.”

	Brooklyn flashed a smile as she was escorted out of the front door of the funeral home. The wind whipped her hair over her eyes for just a moment before she swept it out of her face and walked to her car. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Drinking was always the answer—at least for Ruby Rivers. 

Broken heart? Wine. 

Lose your job? Tequila. 

Celebrating? Time to bar hop. 

Upon receiving a phone call offering Brooklyn the job as an apprentice, Ruby took her to a local country bar, called Boots, to celebrate. 

	Brooklyn still felt a blistering sensation inside her chest when she breathed, and she wondered if it was possible to have broken heart syndrome from the abrupt ending of a six-year relationship. She nursed her lemon drop in its clear glass as Ruby prattled on about her own problems.

	“I’d been a candidate at the Edmond Police Department forever,” Ruby whined between swigs of her Blue Moon. “I was in the final phase when they emailed me saying I was no longer a candidate.”

	“That’s really shitty. I’m so sorry,” Brooklyn said, but she couldn’t help feel like the conversation should be about her—not her best friend. Brooklyn had been hit with a sucker punch twice in one week; Ruby simply failed her exam to become a police officer. Brooklyn gritted her teeth as her friend continued.

	“I think I’m going to apply at the Medical Examiner’s Office,” Ruby pondered aloud. “I’ve heard they have an opening for an autopsy technician. I think I could work my way up to being an investigator.”

	“Mhmm,” Brooklyn responded. She fidgeted with her now-empty glass as the alcohol swirled in her brain—and her stomach.

	“I think I could do it, don’t you?” Ruby went on. “It would be like all those true crime shows we watch, but I would get the inside scoop. I’d get all the juicy details.”

	“Speaking of true crime shows, I’m thinking of starting up my own podcast,” Brooklyn said, her face lighting up. “This one is about crimes only in Oklahoma. And I’ll need a co-host, of course. All the best podcasts have two people on them.”

	“I’d love to, but I can’t be on it if I work at the MEO,” Ruby responded. “I think it would be a conflict of interest, don’t you think? If I get this job…”

	Brooklyn’s eyes and mind wandered away from the conversation as she thought about Cash. It had been four days since the text message debacle, and her ex had refused to return any of her calls or messages. He’d even updated his relationship status to one linked with Diana, which was an extra twist of the knife in Brooklyn’s already shattered heart. She couldn’t see any of his photos or posts now, which she supposed was a healthy, good thing, but she couldn’t help but feel the need to creep on his profiles.

What was he doing? What was he up to? Six years of spending nearly every day together, and now there was nothing. What was her purpose in life? Brooklyn had always been “Cash’s girlfriend, Brooklyn,” and never just “Brooklyn.” Her sense of identity was fractured.  

	As these thoughts placated her brain, Brooklyn’s eyes caught a flash of purple near the front door. Her heart fluttered like a bat emerging from a cave when she realized who the color belonged to.

	“Ruby!” Brooklyn whispered, grabbing her friend’s arm. “That’s Cash and his new girlfriend!”

	Tears immediately escaped as she absorbed the situation. Cash—who had always been short for his age—lumbered in with his arm around an even tinier girl with chin-length hair the color of grapes. They stopped at the bar to order, and Brooklyn could tell from the pictures she and Ruby had seen that the girl was, unmistakably, Diana Barton.

	Ruby twisted her neck like an owl to see the couple, and immediately shot off of her barstool. 

	“Not today,” she said. “Absolutely not.” 

	Brooklyn watched as her best friend marched over to Cash and Diana. She couldn’t hear anything other than the occasional shout as Ruby pointed a finger at Cash’s chest then stretched her arm toward the exit. A seemingly flustered Cash and a smug Diana turned around and walked out the front door they’d just entered.

	Brooklyn jumped and met Ruby at the bar. 

	“We need two Fireball shots, please,” Ruby said to the bartender—a slight, balding man who appeared to be in his forties. 

	“Are we celebrating or medicating?” he asked with a sly smile.

	“Both,” the girls said simultaneously.

	“We both just graduated with our bachelor’s degrees,” Ruby explained as the bartender poured the drinks.

	“I got dumped and fired in the same week,” Brooklyn offered, wiping the almost-forgotten tears from her face. 

	“Well, that’s no good,” the bartender said. He poured Fireball from its glass bottle, but instead of shot glasses, he grabbed two old fashions and generously emptied the bottle into them. “These two are on me. Now, get to celebrating.”

	Brooklyn and Ruby grinned and accepted the drinks enthusiastically, clinking their glasses and pounding them back like shots anyway. Brooklyn could feel herself wobble a bit as they walked back to their table.

	“Let’s get shit-faced,” was the last thing she would remember Ruby saying.








  
  
Chapter three



Brooklyn woke up the next morning with her cheek pressed to the chilly tile floor of her bathroom. She slowly stood and stared at herself in the mirror, analyzing her hungover self.  

	She still wore her clothes from the night before—a sparkling silver top with ripped jeans—except there was vomit down the front. Her heels had wound up in the bathtub for some reason. When Brooklyn removed her clothes, she saw bruises on her knees and two acrylic fingernails missing from her left hand. Her hair was in desperate need of a trim, and her brown eyes—which favored her father, as did the rest of her physique—were so bloodshot they needed eye drops to clear.







OEBPS/images/067fe9c2-8361-49b3-afb1-d3c9d18c611a.png





OEBPS/images/bba61dfc-8655-4209-aba2-4804e1f2b745.png






