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			Secrecy, once accepted, becomes an addiction.

			—Edward Teller

		

	
		
			For G, G, and E. You are my everything.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			There was a note waiting for me when I came into the bakery at 5:00 a.m.: so sorry but Lexi went home sick yesterday and couldn’t decorate the full sheet for the party today. Can you please do it??? We need it by opening. Aunt Karen had written it. I didn’t decorate cakes. That shit was hard. Baking was chemistry requiring only a little concentration. Icing was an art form. So I greeted the news that I had to smear frosting in a highly decorative manner with a scowl and a grunt. I couldn’t remember who the client was, but I hoped to God it was for a four-year-old’s birthday at the school for the blind.

			I searched for paperwork on the party but couldn’t find any. If it didn’t magically appear in the next two minutes, I was going to call Lexi at this ungodly hour and personally thank her for getting whatever communicable disease was preventing her from being at work and doing her job.

			I went into the cooler to get the confection in question. Aunt Karen had already taken it out of its plastic wrap nightgown and put it in a box, as though that was going to be the hardest part of this task. I hauled it out to the counter and popped open the lid . . . only to discover a beautifully finished cake with my name on it.

			And that’s when I was assaulted with seven voices screaming, “Happy birthday!”

			I backed away, stunned. Aunt Karen was there, and Lexi, and the four college girls who worked the front counter. Plus Tom, our custodian. All of them up at 5:00 a.m., waiting to surprise me, when they didn’t have to be.

			“Holy shit,” I said, because words were completely failing me.

			“Gotcha,” said Lexi. “Boy, did you look pissed when you read the note.”

			“You should’ve heard the revenge I was planning in my head.” The cake was beautiful. Rather than trying to carve out something ornate in fondant, which she knew I hated the taste of, Lexi had made a beautiful chocolate ganache that shimmered in the fluorescent light. Happy Birthday, Helen, it read in her practiced hand. “I can’t believe you guys did this.”

			“Thirty is a big deal,” said Tom. “I’d give anything to have thirty back.”

			My eyes started to water. “Are you crying?” asked Donna, the perpetually stoned UT coed who I’d taken to calling Duh-na behind her back thanks to her inability to get the obvious.

			I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “No.”

			“She’s mourning her misspent youth,” said Aunt Karen. She meant it as a joke, but if anyone knew how true it was, it was her. And Lexi. “And Tom’s right: this day is a really big deal. You deserve to celebrate.”

			“So you’re giving me the day off?” I asked.

			“Hell no. But I am letting you eat some of the cake you baked.”

			•   •   •

			Later, after cake and coffee—mine was decaf—the others went home to enjoy a few hours of sleep before they actually had to be at work, leaving me alone with Aunt Karen to prep the day’s doughs. As the others disappeared, she emerged with a second, much smaller bakery box.

			“I hated that you had to bake your own cake,” she said. “But I never would’ve gotten away with it otherwise. This one I was able to slip past you.”

			I opened the box and found a single cupcake—part of a batch of red velvet and amaretto she’d been experimenting with the day before. Topping its swirl of red cream cheese icing was a single number: 3.

			“Happy anniversary,” she said. “A bigger deal than thirty, yes?”

			“The biggest.” For the second time that morning my eyes began to water. What was wrong with me? I was the tough tattooed baker bitch, not this baby crying at every kind gesture.

			“Do you want me there today?”

			“Who would you leave in charge? Duh-na? She’d give away the shop.”

			“We’d find a way to manage.”

			“No, but thanks for offering. I think I want to do this on my own. Keep it low-key.”

			She kissed me on the forehead, the way a mother should. “I love you, kiddo. And I’m proud of you.”

			“I love you too.” I turned away from her—embarrassed by my tears—and focused on the paperwork I’d assembled the night before. “I have the list of supplies I need you to order.”

			“Why don’t you put in the order this time? You know how to do it, right?”

			Alarm bells went off in my head. Aunt Karen was in perpetual pain, thanks to rheumatoid arthritis that curled her fingers and made her knees scream after more than ten minutes of standing on the cement kitchen floor. Her presence at the bakery had become more and more scarce. “You okay?” I asked.

			“Actually, I’m thinking of retiring.”

			So no more shop, no more job. Happy fucking birthday to me.

			“Get that panicked look off your face,” she said. “I’m not shutting down. But I’m starting to think I’m not needed here so much anymore. You do the bulk of the work, anyway. So how would you feel about running the place officially?”

			“Seriously?” I’d fallen into working for Aunt Karen by invitation, not interest, but it quickly became apparent that I’d managed to find something I was actually good at.

			“Seriously. I’d be a silent partner, offering counsel, but all the decisions would ultimately be yours.”

			I wasn’t used to being trusted, and this was the ultimate demonstration of trust. The gossamer threads of what she was offering me were so thin that breathing on them could rip them apart.

			She took my hands in hers. “Take a week to think about it, okay? I think you’d be fantastic at it.”

			Those tears betrayed me one more time. “Okay.”

			•   •   •

			I was done at work by one. Then I trudged across the parking lot in the sweltering Austin heat, loaded the cake into my car, and followed East 45th Street to the Red River Church, where a Narcotics Anonymous meeting was already in session. I usually went to one in the early evening, but Lexi and I had birthday plans, so I’d arranged to attend this one instead. My sponsor—Willis—nodded as I arrived, his eyes growing big at the site of the cake box. Addicts love their cake, but they love my cake even more.

			“Happy anniversary,” he mouthed. I winked in return, then focused on the speaker at the front of the room. I have no idea what the man said; I was too busy trying to slow down the beating of my heart. Three years clean. I was shocked by the length of it. My sobriety often felt like holding my breath—it would be so easy to let it go and exhale. Could it really be possible that I’d been holding it nonstop for thirty-six months?

			My phone vibrated in my lap. Whoever it was would have to wait until later.

			“And now we have one final task before we open up the floor to testimonials,” said the man leading the meeting. “Willis?”

			Willis arrived at the podium and opened up a small clamshell jewelry box. “This is a big day for one of you in this room. As all of us know, addiction doesn’t care about how long you’ve been clean. I’ve seen people make it a decade only to pick up the pipe again. A disease doesn’t go away, but it can respond to treatment. Go to your meetings. Do the steps. Stay away from bad influences. Avoid your triggers. I have faith that the woman I’m about to give this coin to is going to keep to that path, and I hope you will help her continue to do so. After all, every time we give Helen one of these, she brings cake. Come on up here and get your coin.”

			The room broke into applause. When I reached the podium, Willis hugged me, then pressed the three-year token into my hand like it was the ring of Mordor. I inhaled the stench of Marlboro Reds that clung to his skin. “You done good,” he said. “Don’t stop now.”

			“I won’t,” I promised.

			More decaf—no more cake for me—and then the afternoon sped past, and I was in my car, headed toward home, amazed that what I had assumed would be a typical day had turned into such a big deal. At the first traffic light, my phone dinged, signalling an incoming text. It was Lexi, no doubt confirming our plans for that night. We were celebrating with m&m—Mexican food and a movie.

			How did it go? asked Lexi.

			Good. Really good.

			Proud of you, Hellsbells.

			Aw, shucks. What time are we getting this party started?

			Don’t be mad, but I have to bail. Something’s come up.

			Seriously??!

			I’ll make it up to you 2moro. xoxo.

			I tossed the phone into the passenger seat as the light turned green. As irritated as I was, I knew Lexi didn’t do shit like this. If she had to cancel, she had a reason. I would go home and take a shower. Maybe a nap. I’d finish the day solo in the quiet of my apartment. There were worse ways to spend your birthday.

			That was the plan, anyway, until I arrived home and found my front door ajar.

			I thought about running, but the idea that my best friend had canceled on me and someone had broken into my apartment left me ready for a fight. Cradling the bakery box with the cupcake in my hand, I pushed open the door the rest of the way only to be knocked flat on my back. My assailant climbed on top of me, forcing my breath away, then something wet made the journey around the curve of my face.

			“Ah shit. Bodie, get off her! Helen, are you okay?”

			I opened my eyes as Brian pulled the oversize half lab, half rottie off my chest. Bodie wagged, clearly unmoved by the reprimand.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked. I took careful inventory of my parts. Aside from the dog saliva on my face, I seemed to be fine. “I thought you had to work?”

			Brian was a sous-chef at Congress, which meant we worked opposite hours: I was mornings, he was nights.

			“I wanted to surprise you for your birthday, so I got the night off.” So that was why Lexi had canceled on me. She was in on it.

			“How did you get in?”

			“That front door lock is for shit. All it took was one swipe with my Visa. You’ve got to talk to your super about replacing it.”

			“Noted.” From my kitchen came the scent of onions and garlic sautéing in olive oil. My stomach groaned in appreciation. “You’re finally cooking for me.”

			Brian pulled me to my feet. Before releasing me, he kissed my hand. “I figured I couldn’t play hard to get forever.”

			When you cook for a living, making food becomes something valued (after all, you get paid for it). And the minute you start getting paid for something, you open yourself up to criticism, you strive to do a better job, you start to see the things you put on that plate as an extension of yourself. To do it for someone on your off-hours for no reason but to give someone else pleasure—that is a big deal.

			I didn’t need to tell Brian that. He knew, which was why it had taken him three months to reach that point.

			“How was work?” he asked.

			I tried to shake away the emotion that was brimming inside me again. “Nice. They had a cake for me.”

			“Save me any?”

			“It wasn’t a very big cake. I brought you a cupcake.” We both turned and eyed the box on the floor. It had been smashed in the battle between Bodie and me, and my attacker was doing his best to extricate it from its container without actually opening it.

			“Sweets are overrated,” said Brian.

			“You shut your whore mouth,” I said. “You’re talking about my livelihood. As a matter of fact, Aunt Karen announced today that she’s retiring and giving me the shop.”

			“What?”

			“I haven’t said yes yet, but how’s that for a birthday gift?”

			“Better than what I got you, that’s for sure. Is Lexi in on the deal too?”

			Lexi wasn’t just my best friend; she was my cousin and Aunt Karen’s daughter. “Lexi can’t wait to see that place in the rearview mirror. All she ever talks about is getting a job where her skills are appreciated.” I started toward the kitchen, but he grabbed my arm and kept me planted in the living room. “What?” I asked.

			“No peeking.”

			“I want to watch.”

			He feigned shock. “Pervert. A guy’s got to maintain some mystery. Besides, there’s nothing left to do but put it on the plates.”

			Bodie followed him into the kitchen, while I sank into the sofa with a pout. “You’re not supposed to be mean to me on my birthday.”

			“If I was mean, would I have gotten you a present?”

			He returned with two plates and set them on the tiny table that served as my dining room. Then he fished a small package wrapped in brown paper and twine from his pocket and placed it in front of me.

			“That looks like jewelry,” I said.

			“Don’t worry, I’m not proposing. Open it.”

			I unwrapped the box. A leather bracelet was inside, stamped with words “Tomorrow’s a fantasy and yesterday’s gone. There’s only today.”

			“I saw it and thought you had to have it,” he said.

			“I love it.” I’d never had a man give me jewelry. Drugs? Sure. VD? Absolutely. But jewelry? That was a gesture beyond the reach of all the guys I’d known before Brian. But then Brian wasn’t like any of the others. He wasn’t an addict, an ex-con, or a shyster. He was tall, built, beautiful, and unequivocally the nicest person I’d ever met.

			And every day I wondered when he was going to wake up and realize he was too good for me.

			He wrapped the leather strap around my wrist three times and fed the end into a buckle. I turned my wrist and read the words again.

			“Bon appétit,” he said.

			I didn’t have to be told twice. I was famished and dove into the meal with decidedly unladylike gusto. River-striped bass. Chickpea panisse. Snap peas. It was fucking amazing.

			“So . . . ,” he said as I chased the last bit of panisse around my plate with a slice of bread. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

			I froze as dread enveloped me. Was this it? Had Lexi come clean about my past? Had Brian followed me to an NA meeting when I swore I was going to the gym? “What’s that?” I asked.

			“My lease is up at the end of the month.”

			“Oh?”

			“And I honestly don’t think I can keep living at the Cosmo. There’s a new guy next door. He plays bongos.” The Cosmopolitan was a west Austin staple known for cheap rents, artistic residents, and a party atmosphere. Roaches of both kinds were prevalent. Needless to say, I’d never visited Brian there. Frankly, I was shocked that he lived there. It seemed counter to everything I knew about him. “I’m not renewing.”

			“I don’t blame you.”

			He tapped his fingers on the tabletop, playing a miniaturized version of his new neighbor’s bongo beat. “This thing is good between us, right? I don’t see things getting weird, do you?”

			I shook my head. My whole life was weird, but I admired Brian’s Zen-like stability. He was the calming force I desperately needed.

			“It seems silly for us to pay for two places when both of us are gone half the day. And when we’re together, we’re in the same place, right?”

			“Right.”

			“So . . . what do you think?”

			I left the last bit of bread on the side of my plate. “Can I think about it?”

			He blanched. I had spoken too quickly.

			“It’s just a big commitment, that’s all,” I said. “I kind of think I’d be a nightmare to live with.” The truth was, I’d only had a roommate once before, and we hadn’t exactly gotten along. Of course, those circumstances had been slightly different. We’d both been residents at an in-patient drug program in Hunt, Texas.

			Brian didn’t know I’d been in treatment.

			I hadn’t been completely truthful with him. I’d never lied, but I committed sins of omission again and again. He knew I was an addict, but it was alcohol that he assumed was my drug of choice, and I let him. Alcoholics are, as a species, much more upwardly mobile. They didn’t do the things I did for a drink. And they certainly didn’t attend court-mandated residential treatment for helping other people get drunk. And what did it matter, really, which poison was my downfall? Addiction was addiction, or so I told myself every time I let him think that passing up a drink was a real accomplishment.

			Tomorrow’s a fantasy and yesterday’s gone. There’s only today.

			Even as I rationalized the lies, I knew, deep down, the truth would matter to him in a cataclysmic way, and that if he found out about my past, all of my happiness would be gone.

			“So think about it,” he said. “Take as long as you need.” He was sincere, but I could see how much the words hurt him. This wasn’t how he thought this conversation was going to go.

			Being in recovery was about consistency. Stress made you vulnerable to relapsing. For three long years I’d followed a careful schedule, made cautious decisions, and put off opportunities that might’ve made my life better in the long run because I was terrified of reawakening that thing inside of me.

			Was it worth living that way for the rest of my life, or was I trading one prison for another?

			“Forget what I said,” I told Brian. “I don’t need time. I know my answer. Yes.”

			His face lit up, showing off a perfect smile that he once confessed was the result of years of orthodontia. “Are you sure?”

			“No, but it seems like a risk worth taking, right?” It was my fourth surprise of the day. First the cake, then Aunt Karen’s retirement, then dinner, and now this willingness to take a risk entirely outside of my comfort zone. Thirty was proving to be a very interesting year so far.

			He raised his water glass, and I did the same. “To risk taking,” he said, and we clinked glasses.

			We ended the evening in front of the TV, as we often did, wrapped in each other’s arms, nodding off before some movie that offered a low threshold for entertainment.

			Three months into the relationship, and Brian and I still hadn’t slept together. It was my choice, and to his credit, he didn’t bug me about it.

			“I have trust issues,” I’d told him at the end of our first official date. “I’ve made some bad choices in the past, and I just want to make sure I’m not doing that again.” The fact was, I’d never had sex when I wasn’t high and there was a part of me that was terrified that I would discover that I needed meth to enjoy it.

			“It’s cool. Seriously. You just tell me how long you want to take.” Did he really mean it? It was hard to know for sure. Maybe he was getting it somewhere else, but I didn’t think so. He joked about it every once in a while, asking me to move over on the couch so he had more room for his swollen balls, but there was no resentment that I could see.

			When we moved in together, that would change too. I would definitely be ready by then.

			I awoke with a jolt as the movie ended. Brian dozed beside me. On the other side of him, Bodie’s chest rose and fell to the same rhythm as his master’s.

			I didn’t want to go to sleep—not yet. I picked up my phone and opened up my calendar. Then I typed in what I always did at the end of the day:

			Time lost: 0.

			It was my little ritual to ensure that I wasn’t blacking out like I used to in the early days of recovery. Before bed each night I recounted my day and then noted that every hour had been present and accounted for.

			As I closed out the app, I realized I had a voicemail.

			I clicked over to missed calls and saw a number I didn’t recognize. It was a 210 area code. San Antonio.

			Dad, I thought. He’s finally decided to leave the past in the past and call to wish me a happy birthday. Too little too late, asshole. I almost deleted the message, but then I wondered why I didn’t recognize the rest of the number. Had Dad moved? Unlikely. Had he decided to join the twenty-first century and ponied up for a cell phone? It seemed . . . impossible that he’d spend money on such a thing.

			Maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe it was her.

			My breath caught in my throat. After all these years, could Mom finally be reaching out? It made sense, didn’t it, that she’d think about me on the one day that linked us forever. And when I talked to her, what would she say? I’m sorry I left. I shouldn’t have abandoned you. My new family means nothing to me.

			Would that be enough?

			I pushed play and put the phone to my ear as Brian and Bodie snored softly beside me.

			“This is Detective Reggie Simmons of the San Antonio Police Department. Could you please call me back at your earliest convenience?”

			Disappointment pushed me into the sofa cushion.

			I replayed the message multiple times. Could it be a wrong number? My outgoing message had my name on it, so that was unlikely.

			I swallowed against the rising tide of onion and garlic as my dinner threatened to come up.

			What was it Willis was always telling us at NA? Don’t let uncertainty eat you up. The minute you do, you’ll be trying to plug up those holes with a quick hit to quell the anxiety.

			I carefully untangled myself from Brian and exited through the living room and out onto my balcony. I was hit by a wall of south Texas heat and the scent of burning asphalt mixed with exhaust. Before I lost my nerve, I dialed the detective’s number and waited.

			“This is Simmons,” he said.

			I paused and felt my throat hitch at the thought of speech. It relaxed, and I squeaked out, “This is Helen Darden. You left a message for me?”

			“Thanks for calling me back, Miss Darden.” Papers shuffled in the background. “I was wondering if you might be able to come down to San Antonio and take a look at something.”

			“What?” I asked. It was a body, wasn’t it? It wouldn’t be Mom—she had a family who would be contacted before anyone reached out to me. But Dad didn’t. I was being asked to come identify his body. He finally drank himself to death, and on my birthday, no less.

			“I’d rather not say over the phone. Want your impression fresh.” He had a pleasant Texas drawl that I was willing to bet disappeared the minute he needed to play hardball. “How’s tomorrow for you?”

			“I have to work,” I said.

			“I could come to you if it’s easier.”

			Would he offer to do that if there was a body to identify? “Look, can you just tell me what’s happened to my father?”

			“Your father? He’s fine. He’s the one who gave me this number.”

			My worry turned to rage. Of course he did. I wasn’t easily findable. Both my phone and my apartment were in Aunt Karen’s name, since she was the one who’d initially set them up for me. Dad was probably thrilled the police were looking for me, elated to tell them how to track me down. After all, I was his no-good daughter, destined to break his heart again and again.

			“So should I come to you?” he asked.

			I thought about the police showing up at the bakery or—worse—my apartment, and shivered despite the heat. “No, I’ll come to you. In the afternoon, okay? That’s the earliest I can get there.”

			“Fine, fine,” he said, like he wasn’t a cop following a lead, but a dental hygienist confirming an appointment. “How ’bout we say three o’clock? That work for you?”

			“Sure.”

			He gave me the address of his downtown station and then closed with a casual remark about looking forward to seeing me. I hit the end call button and stared at the phone.

			I had no reason to worry. I’d been good for three years, attending my meetings, checking in with my parole officer, holding down a steady job. So why did I have a sneaking suspicion that my next call should’ve been to a lawyer?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			“What are you doing out here?” Brian joined me on the balcony and snaked his arms around my waist. Normally I loved the feel of him wrapped around me, but at that moment it felt suffocating, like he was a boa constrictor and I was his prey.

			“I can’t breathe,” I said.

			“Sorry.” He released me. “Who were you talking to?”

			I waved the phone. “Lexi. Man crisis.”

			“What happened this time?”

			“She found out he’s married,” I said.

			“She has the worst luck.” Lexi was the one who’d introduced us. I was constantly amazed that Brian had chosen me over my firecracker cousin. And grateful that Lexi didn’t resent me for it.

			He kissed the nape of my neck. “You coming inside?”

			“And turn away from this stifling heat and unpleasant odor? How will I get on without this charming view of a parking lot?”

			“You’ll find a way.” He rested his chin on my shoulder. “I was thinking I could call a broker and see if we could check out some places tomorrow afternoon.”

			“I can’t do tomorrow,” I told the parking lot. “Lexi’s got the day off, and I promised her we’d do something together to help her forget Mr. Married.”

			“Oh. How about Friday?”

			“I’ll have to see.”

			I could feel him stiffen behind me, and not in a good way. 

			“You’re not already having second thoughts, are you?”

			“No. I’m just not sure about my schedule this week. That’s all.”

			Bodie whined behind us. He wanted our company, but not enough to step into the heat.

			Brian kissed my shoulder, then backed away. “Okay, then let’s start next week sometime. You pick the day.”

			•   •   •

			I was off work by one the next afternoon. After a quick shower, I hit I-35 and kept the beat-up Honda Accord’s speedometer at a steady eighty miles per hour as I headed south. Forty-five minutes later I entered the outermost edges of the San Antonio metro area.

			The city had changed a lot in four years. And not at all.

			It seemed bigger than it had been when I was last there, days after my trial. But maybe it was just that my circle at that time had been so small—just other meth heads like myself—that the rest of the city hadn’t seemed to exist. I had spent my days back then going from one run-down house to another, eating food that seemed to magically appear, and talking, talking, talking—when I was high, I was convinced I knew the secrets to the universe and needed to share them with everyone. And when the pipe ran empty, I would crash on someone’s mattress for days at a time until the hunger gnawed me awake. It wasn’t food I craved, though—it was the next high, and my days were consumed with thinking about how to get another fix. I worked at bars, restaurants, convenience stores, earning what I could until I showed up high or overslept or got caught taking from the till. Eventually no one would hire me, and I spent my days wondering what I could hock, what I could steal, who could I fuck for cash.

			How low would you go to get high? There was no bottom when you were an addict. Once I was clean I marveled at how willing I was to compromise myself to secure my next fix. But when I was living in the thick of it, I never set limits for myself of what I wouldn’t do. I wasn’t deluded enough to think that I would honor those rules, and I didn’t want to waste energy mourning whatever artificial standard I’d set for myself and failed.

			Who was I kidding? I wouldn’t have mourned anything.

			I shook the past out of my head and focused on the road in front of me. The vibrant beast of urban sprawl fought to ooze into the surrounding countryside in the form of strip malls, Tex-Mex restaurants, and megachurches. God was king here. You could tell in the way his symbols rose above the Best Buy logo and the pink adobe walls of Taco Cabana. San Antonio had always been a town desperate to become something more. Like that girl in high school who thought cheap clothes and late nights with the football team were all it took to get popular, the city went about its renaissance in the wrong way. Bigger wasn’t better. It was just more of a mess to clean up.

			I had wanted to leave Texas when I got out of rehab, but the state was so big, the task so enormous, that I only made it to Austin before I became too overwhelmed to continue my journey. That was the real reason people remained Texans for life: geography. It’s not that Texas was so large and various that it afforded you pastoral changes and new opportunities at every corner. It was that it was so vast that escape seemed impossible, and so you decided to settle in a new city just up I-10 or I-35 or I-45 (no, not I-45; that corridor had become a haven for the missing and murdered) and convinced yourself that this was as good as leaving the state when, in fact, you were simply too defeated to hit the road and drive for another five hours.

			Was it the state’s size alone that sapped the life and will out of its residents? No, the heat shared the blame. It crackled the earth until the soil was laced with little eruptions that made you think that at any moment the land would shatter into a million pieces and you would fall into the earth’s core. It leached the color from anything vibrant that you accidentally left exposed to the sun. It melted things that you once thought were sturdy, Tupperware and shoe soles and a box of sixty-four crayons forgotten in the backseat of a car. It even did a number on the body, making the driver’s left arm more prone to skin cancer, their left cheek more leathery than the right, even their kidneys more likely to produce painful stones that left them huddled in the bathroom begging for mercy.

			It was a cruel place even when it didn’t mean to be.

			To be fair, Austin wasn’t as bad as the rest of Texas. The weather may have been the same, but the climate was drastically different. While cities like San Antonio prided themselves on their good ol’ boy image, embracing the state’s conservative politics in a death grip, Austin was liberal, funky, and a little strange. Even the drug trade differed. San Antonio was known for its meth. In Austin it was heroin that would most likely be your downfall.

			Who was it who said that when you chose the lesser of two evils, you were still choosing evil? My money was that it was a Texan.

			I exited at La Trinidad and wound my way down North Pecos Street until I arrived at the West Nueva Street police station. I’d been here before; this was the same station where I’d been processed almost four years before.

			As I left the car, I attempted to smooth the wrinkles the journey had crushed into my cotton sundress. The relentless sun awakened a trickle of sweat as I walked from the car to the building, but I didn’t remove my cardigan. My arms were covered in brightly colored half-finished tattoo sleeves—an attempt to hide scars from years of shooting up—and I didn’t think my ink would improve the police’s opinion of me.

			I pushed open the door, and a shock of cold air greeted me, sending a chill from my head to my toes.

			“Can I help you?” asked a woman at the desk. Hispanic, her manner as no-nonsense as the eyebrows she’d carefully drawn on that morning.

			“I’m here to see Detective Simmons. I’m Helen Darden.”

			She picked up the phone, voiced the request, then gestured for me to sit in one of the chairs lining the wall near the door. I did so and busied myself with looking at the collection of flyers plastered on a nearby bulletin board. Missing children. Wanted criminals. Even someone seeking a roommate. Was that a joke? I wondered. Had some cop put that up to get revenge on a friend?

			A door opened, and a man appeared. Plain clothes with an impressive paunch. His face was red, though it was hard to tell if it was always like that or if he was sunburned. “Miss Darden?” he said in that familiar drawl. I nodded. He waved me in with an eager smile, like this was a job interview and he couldn’t wait to meet me. “Come on in. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

			I followed him through a warren of cubicles, each filled with a man or woman clutching a phone and tapping a keyboard. At the end of a row we turned right, then entered a private office. He closed the door behind us, then gestured me into a chair facing a desk that threatened to topple over under the weight of so much paperwork. A half-eaten apple sat on a paper towel, the exposed white flesh already starting to brown. “Can I get you something? Coffee? Water?”

			“Water would be great.”

			He ducked back into the hallway and returned with a white disposable cup full of water. I palmed it momentarily, then set it on the desk.

			He lifted one stack of paperwork and joined it to another, creating a patch of available real estate. He took his seat, opened a file, and gazed at me expectantly. “I do so appreciate your coming down like this. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you more over the phone.”

			“Can you tell me now?” I asked, my voice pitched higher than I’d intended.

			“We found something with your name and number on it, and we’re hoping you might be able to help us verify the owner of the item.”

			Wouldn’t I be the owner if my name and number were on it? I wanted to ask the question, but something urged me to keep silent.

			He removed a clear, sandwich-size bag from the folder in front of him. Something no bigger than a credit card was inside of it. He placed it on the desk, still sheathed in its layer of protective plastic, and slid it toward me. “Does this look familiar?”

			I moved closer, looking for what remnant of my past was about to incriminate me in something new. The card inside the bag had once been white but had browned with age and use. In its upper left-hand corner was a picture of Hello Kitty. Beside the familiar character, the top of the card had been torn off. Beneath the tear were the typed words:

			in case of emergency, contact:

			Then scrawled in a careful, child’s hand, my name, my childhood phone number, and the words:

			Relationship: friend

			It’s funny, but at first the card meant nothing to me. It was a bit like seeing someone else’s family pictures and realizing that one of the people in the background was me, even though I had no recollection of being there when it was taken. And then, the longer I stared at that strange little scrap, the more familiar it became. Not the card itself, which I don’t think I’d ever seen, but the rounded little-girl handwriting that had so carefully written out my name and phone number.

			“It’s an emergency contact card from a wallet,” I said.

			“Whose?” He removed a small notebook and pen from his pocket.

			“Carrie Reinhardt.” The name came off my tongue as easily as my own, and just as easily my eyes began to water. When was the last time I’d said her name out loud? Rehab, probably, while some counselor tried to stay awake and feign interest in my past.

			“When’s the last time you saw Miss Reinhardt?”

			I didn’t hesitate. “Beginning of our junior year of high school.”

			He frowned, and I realized how absurdly long ago that really was.

			“She was my best friend, and then she left.” No, she was more than that; she’d practically been my only friend. It had been a big deal when I’d given her the wallet. She wasn’t allowed to wear anything advertising popular culture—no My Little Pony T-shirts, Strawberry Shortcake pajamas, folders emblazoned with the boys from ’NSync or lunch boxes touting the latest Disney princess (as a joke I called her Care Bear, but never in front of her parents). As she unwrapped the present, her mom and dad exchanged looks, and I half expected them to tell her to give it back. But instead, her father made a big deal over what a useful gift it was, what a thoughtful friend I was.

			I nodded at the card on the desk. “I gave the wallet with that contact card to her for her birthday.”

			“When?”

			“In fourth grade, I think, so she must’ve been ten.”

			“So that’s why there’s a cartoon cat on it. She was a little kid when she got it.”

			“She’s not a cat,” I said. Sanrio, the company that created the character, had dropped this little tidbit a few years before. When news that Hello Kitty wasn’t a cat had first hit the media, I immediately wondered what Carrie had thought about it. Did it rock her world to find out that such a seemingly obvious assumption had been wrong?

			It was clear the distinction meant nothing to this guy. “Okay, not a cat. Did she still have this wallet in her possession in the eleventh grade?”

			Did she? The question seemed impossibly hard, like being asked to recall the eye color of the doctor who’d delivered me. “I’m not sure. Maybe?”

			“Where did she claim they’d moved to?”

			It was interesting how he’d phrased that, like Carrie was a liar. She’d been the most honest person I knew, confessing every remotely questionable thing she did like I was a priest who might give her absolution.

			If anyone was a liar, it was me.

			“She didn’t,” I said. “Not long after the school year started her family left one day without any warning.”

			“They just disappeared?”

			“Kind of. Yeah.” It had been the defining moment of my life: Carrie gone at the time when I needed her most. I still thought of myself in terms of the Helen I’d been when Carrie was here and the Helen I’d become after she vanished. “I got a letter later, telling me that her father had an opportunity with a mission in Guatemala.”

			“Where was the letter mailed from?”

			“It wasn’t. We had this hiding place where we used to leave each other notes. I found it there after they’d disappeared.” I was so relieved when I’d found it hidden deep within the recesses of the tree we used as our secret mailbox. It had been, like all of our correspondence, written in code. She promised me she would contact me when they came back to the States, but she never did.

			“What was her father’s name?”

			“Pastor William Reinhardt.” Call me Billy, he always said with a genteel Texas lilt—his was genuine, unlike Detective Simmons’s—making the invitation even more inviting. When he talked to you, he had this way of putting his hand on your shoulder, as though eye contact alone wasn’t enough of a connection. You’re such a pretty girl, Helen, inside and out. Carrie’s lucky to have an influence like you in her life. “He was the youth pastor at Keystone. You know that massive church off 1604.”

			He nodded to confirm his recognition. “And Keystone is who sent the family on this trip?”

			“I don’t know. The letter didn’t give me any details.” My hands were shaking. It was only a slight tremor, but I still took care to lower them below the detective’s field of vision.

			“Did you ever try to track Carrie down?” he asked.

			“No. There didn’t seem to be any point. She told me she would contact me when they got back.” Every day I expected to find a letter from her telling me they were coming home. For a while I comforted myself by thinking that something bad had happened to the family and she couldn’t contact me. How sad was it that I’d rather she were dead than unconcerned about how much I missed her?

			How much I needed her.

			“So you never heard from her again?”

			“No.”

			More scribbling. His handwriting was big and uneven, strangely childlike to my eyes. “What else can you tell me about the family? Any brothers and sisters?”

			“She had a little brother, Jonah. He was two grades behind us, I think.” Unlike his beautiful sister, he was a four-eyed, fat kid with buckteeth that had been stained brown by antibiotics. If that wasn’t bad enough, he had been saddled with a name that people associated with a story about a whale. That always struck me as cosmically unfair. But then, he was also a nearsighted little asshole who liked to spy on us and tattle on anything remotely questionable that we were up to, so my sympathy didn’t run that deep. In fact, he was the reason our notes always had to be in code, and why our initial hiding place—a thermos of mine also featuring a certain cartoon character who wasn’t a cat that we kept stashed in the culvert next to Carrie’s house—had to be scrapped and replaced with the tree.

			He glanced at his watch. Was the meeting coming to an end? I hoped so. “And the mother? What was her name?”

			“Abigail.” Always Abigail, never Abby. We read The Crucible our sophomore year, and Carrie was greatly amused that her mother shared her name with the play’s antagonist. Do you know what Abigail means? she asked me after class one day. It means “my father is joy.” Isn’t that weird? Not that the person who has the name is joy, but that her father is. You don’t get much more puritan than that.

			Maybe it means God is joy, I said. He’s the father, right?

			Maybe, she said. But my point still stands.

			“Did Abigail work?” asked Detective Simmons.

			“No, she stayed at home. She helped out at the church some, but I don’t think she was paid.” She was a nice woman who always welcomed me into their house, no matter what time of day. Unlike her daughter, she was plain, her face void of makeup, her stick-straight hair hanging halfway down her back.

			“Anything else you remember about the family?” He was all business now, the ingratiating host replaced by the hard-boiled detective.

			“Not really. I haven’t thought about them in years.” I frowned, contemplating the piece of paper again. “What’s this all about? Where did you find this card?”

			“On a body we pulled from an abandoned house on Saturday.”

			I swallowed hard. “Who was it?”

			“That’s what I’m trying to find out. Right now our best guess is that it’s a woman, late twenties, early thirties.”

			Carrie would be thirty, just like me, though she would’ve reached that milestone months earlier. Don’t forget, Hellsbells, I’m older and wiser. “How did she die?”

			He held my gaze, never swaying for a second. “We’re still waiting for the autopsy to be performed, but it looks like she was hit by a car. Then somebody stabbed her. Multiple times. Whoever it was was very angry and wanted to make absolute certain she was dead.”

			I dug my nails into my thighs to keep my hands steady. I couldn’t picture Carrie at thirty, so it was the seventeen-year-old version who I saw covered in blood, left among the detritus of a run-down house. “Where was the card?”

			“In her back pocket. The killer was careful to get rid of anything else that might identify her—there was no wallet or phone—but not that card.” Somebody opened the office door. Detective Simmons held up his index finger, and the visitor closed the door and disappeared.

			“How long will it take for you to confirm it’s her?” I asked. I was suddenly freezing. Had they turned the air-conditioning down?

			“Depends on how long it takes to track down her family.” He took back the wallet card and returned it to his folder. That business done, he set his gaze to me. “I spent half the morning trying to figure out how I knew your name,” he said. “I finally resorted to googling you. What did we do in the days before the internet?”

			Accepted that some things were meant to be unknown, I thought.

			“The Catalina Aquino trial,” he said. “You were the star witness. Your name got leaked toward the end of it. I remember that there was talk of the editor of the Express being sued for publishing your name because you were a minor. Anything ever come of that?”

			“Not that I know of,” I said.

			“You going to your meetings? Checking in with your parole officer?”

			Surely I’d misheard him. “Excuse me?”

			“That little tidbit popped up in your record. I checked that too. I’m all about due diligence.” I was right about the accent; it was a put-on. Now that he was down to business, it was almost completely gone.

			“I earned my three-year chip yesterday.”

			If he was impressed, he didn’t show it. “I’m surprised you didn’t serve time. Possession with intent to distribute usually gets you three years minimum.”

			“What can I say—I’m lucky.” Luck had nothing to do with it, and we both knew it. I’d cut a deal with the prosecution, convincing them to let me testify against a piece of shit dealer named Tony Gomez in exchange for probation and in-patient treatment. I still ended up with a felony conviction, not that any of that mattered. I didn’t want to talk about the past. It was irrelevant.

			Simmons wasn’t done yet, though. “You make it down to San Antonio very often?” he asked.

			“No. I haven’t been back since the sentencing.” My mouth had become dry. How was that possible when I was freezing to death?

			He made a slight noise in his throat. A hum. “Where do you work?”

			“Bun in the Oven,” I said. He raised an eyebrow. “It’s a bakery.” With the standard kitschy Austin name.

			“How long have you been there?”

			“Two years.”

			“What days did you work last week?”

			I felt like I was in one of those movies where some victim du jour is standing in the road watching a car barreling toward them and can do nothing but scream. “Every day.” There went the eyebrow again; I admired his commitment to the gesture. “We’re down a baker at the moment, so I’ve been working seven days to help out.” And to pay Aunt Karen back all the money she put up to help me start my new life.

			“What time do you start?”

			My answers grew more clipped. “Five a.m.”

			He nodded at that. It was apparently time to give the eyebrow a rest. “Until?”

			“One o’clock usually. It depends.”

			“What’s your boss’s name?”

			I was about to lose it on this guy. “How is that relevant?”

			“Your friend could have been murdered. Seems to me you’d want to do what you could to help out the investigation.”

			“You don’t know whose body that is. And even if you did, you’re talking about a girl I haven’t heard from in fifteen years.”

			“And yet your name on her body is the only link we have.”

			I folded my hands in my lap to keep them from shaking. “Are you saying I’m a suspect?”

			“I’m saying if I had a felony conviction and a body turned up with my name on it, I’d cooperate. Especially if I had nothing to hide.”

			I held his gaze, daring him to look away first, but it was clear that wasn’t going to happen. “Karen Ellis. My boss’s name is Karen Ellis.”

			“And if I call her, she’s going to confirm your work schedule?”

			“Of course.”

			“Great.” He removed something from a drawer and placed it on the desk. “Here’s my card. If you think of anything else, give me a call. And, Miss Darden, if I were you, I wouldn’t plan on leaving the state anytime soon.” It was so hokey, so out of a police procedural that I would’ve laughed if I hadn’t seen the stone-cold seriousness in his eyes. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			I understood, all right. Somehow after spending three years on the straight and narrow, I’d become a murder suspect.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			It was a relief to step into the heat. I peeled off my cardigan and for a moment let the sun beat down on me, magnified by the black asphalt of the parking lot. Then, when my skin began to prickle with perspiration, I finished the journey to my car, climbed inside, and started the engine.

			There was too much to process, and my brain didn’t know where to go first. Carrie Reinhardt: a face from the past that I’d wondered about almost every day for fifteen years. Why had they left so suddenly? When would they come back? Would I ever hear from her again? And now she was dead. Not just dead, but back home, in the town she disappeared from, carrying a memento of our relationship all these years later.

			If it was her. There was still an if, right? Just because the body was female and the right age, carrying something that Carrie used to own, it didn’t mean it had to be her. Right?

			Right?

			I put the car in gear and pulled out of the parking lot and onto the main road. I meandered through the downtown streets, trying to figure out what to do next. I didn’t want to go back to Austin. Not yet. It seemed like I needed to stay here in the city where Carrie had last been, where Carrie had died.

			If Carrie had died.

			I made it onto I-10 and headed west, passing run-down neighborhoods, hotels, the giant statue of cowboy boots at North Star Mall, and an endless numbers of strip malls offering the same eight stores over and over again. Eventually I passed the huge USAA campus and then exited at Fredericksburg, where the shopping and dining opportunities had exploded onto the corner of the road, anchored by the same H-E-B where my parents used to grocery shop once a week.

			I turned right and followed the road to Eugene Black High School.

			A mediocre school named for a long-forgotten state representative. School was out for the day, and a steady stream of cars exited the junior and senior parking lot where I used to park in the year before I dropped out. In the year after Carrie left I would sometimes sneak out there and get high during lunch, Evanescence playing from the stereo while my car filled with smoke. The school still looked the same—a humorless brown building with the kind of tiny windows that adorned prisons. The grounds were half-dead, the dry, hot summer having baked the grass a golden honey brown. Live oaks twisted hither and yon, the cragged limbs of witches and skeletons pointing toward the unrelenting sun. The new school year was only just under way, and already the car windows were marked with white shoe polish bobcat paw prints. A huge banner with a bobcat head announced the upcoming football game set for the next night. Tomorrow a select few members of the pep squad, drill team, dance team, and cheerleaders would participate in a bizarre Texas tradition, and adorn themselves with giant mums decorated with black and white ribbons and silver footballs, bells and any number of other distractions to commemorate the upcoming game, probably purchased in the floral department of the very same H-E-B I’d just passed. Carrie hated the gaudy things. Me? I would’ve killed to wear one, but I wasn’t on a team, didn’t demonstrate my school spirit with cheers and synchronized dance moves. I wasn’t Jen Edwards or Catalina Aquino. I just hid in the shadow Carrie cast and wished I was.

			I turned into the faculty lot and parked in an empty spot reserved for visitors.

			What was I doing here? Waiting for Carrie and my younger self to emerge from the building and start our long walk home? And if I did see them, what would I say? Enjoy these years? Don’t leave me?
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