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In memory of Nicole Whidtfeldt, who spoke with strength and stunning clarity, lending her voice to those who had not yet found their own, and who was fiercely defiant in the face of injustice






Chapter One JULIA


We don’t talk about the wallpaper. Not its age: thirty years, hung there by Sienna and Jason’s mother when they were still in grade school. Not its condition: faded in places, peeling in others. Not even its pattern: fist-sized splotches of blood.

“It’s not blood,” Sienna said the one time I mentioned it, two weeks into my marriage to her brother. Her eyes tightened with irritation, and that was enough for me to clamp my reply between my teeth.

She was right, though; it isn’t blood. It’s roosters. Dark red roosters with bulbous chests and feathery combs, stamped onto gauze-white paper that lines the family room walls. I’ve lived here, in Jason and Sienna’s childhood home, for fifteen years—a little longer than Aiden’s been alive—and still, as I look around, I don’t see roosters; I see wounds.

“Our mom loved roosters,” Jason said, shrugging, that single time I brought it up. Unlike Sienna, he wasn’t irritated, just sad, like I’d offended the woman I never got to meet. “I can’t imagine taking it down.”

So we didn’t. Sadness, irritation—those aren’t emotions I want to inspire. But I’ve tried to cover the paper as best I can, hanging my favorite photographs on the walls: Jason, Sienna, and me on the courthouse steps the day Jason and I got married; Aiden cheering on Jason’s shoulders at a Red Sox game; Sienna and me doubled over with laughter in front of the ocean.

Still, behind and around it all—blood.

“Jules, are you listening?” Sienna asks now. “These people think a woman did it.”

It being murder. The reason I’m watching the walls instead of the news. On Friday night, someone stabbed Jason’s boss, Gavin Reed, then smothered him, before sewing up his lips like a rip in a seam.

“Only a woman has that much anger,” Gavin’s neighbor tells the reporter, averting her gaze. Just before the camera cuts away, it catches her swallowing, and in that swallow, there are words left unsaid. I recognize it immediately, her stuffed-down silence.

Another neighbor, a man this time, agrees the murderer was female. He chuckles before launching his opinion: “Everyone’s still all ‘Me Too’ these days. He probably called her ‘sweetheart’ or something.”

Sienna scowls at the TV. “Fucker.”

Gavin’s murder has been the lead story in Connecticut ever since his body was discovered two days ago. Like these neighbors, people have been quick to theorize, desperate to make sense of it—how a successful, respected businessman can turn up dead.

And not just dead. Sewn.

“We’re breaking the rules,” I say.

Movie Night is for movies, not TV, not even the made-for-TV movies we like to dub with our own script. (Sienna’s specialty is turning crime stories into sitcoms; I like making every character Swedish.) But when we turned on the TV and heard Gavin’s name, Sienna stiffened, and my eyes drifted, the roosters snagging my gaze.

“Shh!” Sienna says.

The reporter is reminding viewers of the facts of this case. Gavin Reed’s body was found in the backyard of his lake house. He was forty years old, owner of Integrity Plus Home Services, a home improvement company he took over after his father’s death six years ago. Gavin was last seen leaving a regional sales conference (Jason’s conference, I reflexively think) on Friday. But on Sunday, a kayaker on the lake spotted Gavin, prone and unresponsive on his lawn, his clothes still drenched from the sobbing, furious rainstorm that began late Friday night and continued until Sunday morning, washing away the killer’s DNA.

There was a cut, three inches long, across Gavin’s abdomen, and he’d been suffocated, but without fibers in his lungs, it seems likely that someone did it with their bare hands. Gavin had been drunk—his blood alcohol level over twice the legal limit—something that might have made him easier to take down. But those aren’t the details anyone cares about. It’s Gavin’s lips they keep coming back to.

“He was sewn up!” The news is back to the interview with the male neighbor. “Clearly the work of a woman! I don’t think I know a single man who even owns a needle and thread. Let alone knows how to work ’em.”

“Seriously, fuck that guy,” Sienna says. “Jason’s known how to sew since he was twelve. Our mom taught him so he could sew on his boy scout badges himself.” She nudges her chin at the man on TV. “This guy can go choke on his own tongue.”

Cool your fire, I’m about to say. It’s my usual mantra for Sienna, words meant to soothe her anger. But Sienna speaks first: “I bet Gavin deserved it.”

I snap my gaze toward her. “How can you say that?”

“Because most men deserve it.”

I consider the flush in her cheeks, the same shade of pink that swamps her skin whenever we speak of her ex-boyfriend. “Is this about Wyatt?”

“What? No,” Sienna scoffs. “I haven’t seen Wyatt in months. I’m over him.”

“Clive Clayton?” I ask carefully. Not an ex. But someone who ruined her all the same.

“Everything’s about Clive,” she seethes. “But also, no, just in general: men are trash.”

Sienna’s assertion reminds me of my mother, who raised me with a single warning: Never trust a man. She repeated it so often that, for much of my childhood, I thought it was a regular household proverb—something to be embroidered onto pillows, woven into welcome mats.

“Oh, really,” I say. “So, Jason’s trash?”

“My brother is an impeccable human being.”

“What about Tom Hanks? Is he trash?”

Sienna waves a dismissive hand. “Tom’s fine.”

“And your nephew?”

“Hmm,” Sienna considers. “I don’t know.” She mutes the TV and shouts toward the ceiling. “Aiden!” We listen for movement upstairs before she tries again. “Aiden! Help! Your mom got bit by a rat!”

I swat at Sienna, and then we hear it: the creak of Aiden’s door, the thud of his footsteps. He hasn’t spoken to me all day, which is not so different from other days lately. When he got home at 2:45, I asked him how school was, and his response was to trudge up the stairs.

Now, appearing on the threshold between the family room and front hall, he’s dressed in Jason’s old Wilco shirt, strumming a guitar pick against his thigh, as if unable to stop practicing for even a moment. Sienna once told me that Jason used to be the same way. In high school, he’d play an invisible trumpet at dinner, working on his “marching band muscle memory”—and I find it sweet, this echo of Jason in Aiden, who would echo everything about his father if he could.

“Aiden,” Sienna says, “are you trash?”

“What? I thought you said something about a rat.”

Sienna and I share a glance. We haven’t gotten used to his deeper, decidedly teenage voice.

“Forget about that. Are you trash?” she repeats. “Do you do things that would make someone sew your lips together?” She gestures toward the TV.

“You mean, like, Dad’s boss?” Aiden asks, straightening. “Why, what’d he do?”

“Nothing. Well—something, I’m sure, but I’m just saying: You better not be trash.”

Aiden chuckles. “I’m not trash, Auntsy,” he says, the name a holdover from his childhood, when his toddler mouth couldn’t handle Aunt Sienna. “I’m writing a paper on toxic masculinity in Lord of the Flies.”

“You are?” I ask, and the way Aiden stiffens at my voice is so noticeable that I can tell it embarrasses us all. I lower my gaze to the coffee table, where there’s a stack of travel magazines I haven’t touched in months.

I feel Sienna watching me. She wants me to address it, whatever it is—teenage aloofness or a shift in hormones or some grudge Aiden’s holding against me. But my mouth won’t open, my throat won’t speak, and in a few seconds, Sienna speaks instead.

“That doesn’t impress me,” she says, inspecting her nails. “I’m sure the teacher assigned you that topic.”

Aiden shrugs.

She cocks her eyes toward him. “Do you cheat on your girlfriend?”

“I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Your boyfriend, then?”

Aiden rolls his eyes.

“Do you leer at girls in gym class, with your greasy little eyeballs?”

“My eyeballs are greasy?”

“I don’t know,” Sienna teases, making her thumb and finger into a circle, then peering through it like a monocle. “Are they?”

Aiden shakes his head. “I have no idea what’s going on right now.”

“Sure you don’t. Just don’t come crying to either of us when you get…” She mimics sewing up her lips. Aiden’s eyes go wide.

“Sienna!” I scold, and she looks at me—almost proudly—before backtracking.

“I’m kidding. It’s terrible what happened to Gavin Reed.” She nods solemnly before adding, “Unless he deserved it.”

I lob a pillow at her. Sienna’s been rabid about injustices for as long as I’ve known her—cussing at her computer when our clients are late with payments, yelling at drivers who cut her off, starting fights with internet strangers in response to sexist tweets—so I know the news struck a chord with her tonight; as soon as someone theorized a woman might have done it, Sienna’s sympathy switched from the victim to the perpetrator. Never mind that Jason’s never said anything bad about his boss at Integrity Plus. All Sienna needed was the suggestion that a woman had an ax to grind with Gavin, and the tenor of the story changed. I can practically see the images in her eyes: Gavin forcing a secretary’s head toward his unzipped pants; Gavin, out at happy hour, slipping a pill into an unattended cup. The signs Sienna made for the first Women’s March said, “Believe Women.” Even hypothetical ones, apparently.

“I thought everyone loved Dad’s boss,” Aiden says. “Didn’t he, like, save the company by turning in some dude for fraud?”

“The merger thing?” Sienna clarifies. “Big deal.”

This is not the first time Jason’s boss has been in the news. A couple years ago, Gavin had been set to merge Integrity Plus with a rival home services company, Higher Home Improvement. But when Gavin discovered that his soon-to-be partner had been falsifying financial records, he reported him to the IRS. Our name is Integrity Plus for a reason, Gavin told a reporter, who’d caught wind of the failed merger, and in the end, when Higher Home folded—the fallout from an enormous fine and a mountain of back taxes—Integrity Plus absorbed a lot of their customers anyway.

“Anyone can do the right thing once,” Sienna continues. “It’s the bad things they do that define them.”

“Guess we can’t define you, then,” I joke, “since you’re a literal angel.”

Sienna feigns a bashful smile. Then she lifts one hand to just above her head, moves it in tight circles as if rubbing something invisible.

“I’m polishing my halo,” she explains.

“It’s very pretty.”

“Here.” Sienna mimes plucking the halo from the air and placing it above my head. “You should borrow it, since you’re an angel, too, and your halo is… at the cleaners,” she improvises.

“It’ll go with everything!” I say, and Aiden rolls his eyes again, impatient with our antics.

“Can I go now?” he asks.

Sienna dismisses him with a wave. Aiden takes a couple steps but stops before turning the corner. Without looking back, he asks, “When’s Dad getting home?”

It takes me a moment to realize he’s addressing me. “Oh! Probably not for another hour. He had a late sales call. Why, do you need help with something? I can—”

“No,” he says. Then he clomps through the front hallway and plods up the stairs.

Sienna arches an eyebrow at me. “That’s partially on you, you know.”

“What is?”

“That.” She gestures to the space where Aiden stood. “You need to speak up. Tell him he’s being weird and dismissive and it’s bumming you out.”

I shake my head. “I don’t want to make it worse.”

“Jules. Did you learn nothing from Liar Liar? We just rewatched it.” She shoots her arms above her head, affects Jim Carrey’s shrill, victorious voice from the final courtroom scene: “And the truth… shall set you free!”

“He could be depressed or something,” I say, “and I’m not sure how to navigate that. I’ve been thinking I should call his doctor.”

Sienna drops her arms. “Maybe. What’s Jason say?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean ‘nothing’?”

“I haven’t brought it up. And he hasn’t seemed to notice. He’s been distracted lately, even before what happened to Gavin. He’s up for that big promotion—although, who knows if that’ll even be a thing now that his boss is dead—and he and I—”

I stop myself from mentioning it: the night in December that unraveled something between us.

“And you and him what?” Sienna asks. She never misses when I swallow my words.

Jason and I haven’t spoken of it much, except for his assurances that he’ll make things right. Still, it’s shadowed our interactions for months: quiet dinners, Aiden’s head shooting between us as if keeping score of our silence; the flinch of my hand whenever Jason reaches for it; the travel magazines he keeps bringing home for me, even though I’ve removed all my multicolored tabs from the ones I already have; the way I feigned sleep on Friday night when he slipped into bed, finally home from his post-conference dinner.

But Sienna doesn’t know that things have changed between me and Jason—it’s the rare secret I’ve kept from her—so I distract her from the question by letting her win. “Nothing. You’re right, I’ll talk to Jason about Aiden.”

Before this shift in Aiden’s demeanor, my son was softer, easier. He’d tell me about the play he wanted to audition for, the study hall teacher who lets him practice guitar instead of doing his homework, the kid in his English class who thought Julius Cesar wrote Romeo and Juliet. But back in December, he became stiff and guarded around me, like his skin, his muscles, had been replaced with armor, and I can’t help but wonder what he might have overheard between me and Jason. Or wonder, if he did overhear, why his resentment is aimed at me instead of his father.

“In the meantime,” I say, before Sienna can push the issue harder, “can you watch how you talk to Aiden? You shouldn’t scare him with the Gavin Reed stuff.”

“Oh, come on. He knows what happened.”

That’s exactly the problem. Aiden, Jason, and I were eating pizza on Sunday evening, local news playing in the background, when the story of Gavin’s murder blared across the screen. Jason dropped his slice then, not even wincing as the hot tomato sauce splattered his lap. He sat there, wide-eyed, wide-mouthed, unchewed crust adrift on his tongue, and his shock hooked my attention so completely that it took me a moment to process its source: Jason’s boss had been killed.

Later that night, I tumbled through dreams of Gavin’s stitched-up mouth—until something woke me. A sound from down the hall led me to Aiden’s room, where his light was still on at two in the morning. Peeking inside, I found him sitting on the edge of his bed, hunched over his phone with his brows drawn, his feet digging into the carpet like he was crushing cigarettes beneath them. You okay, hon? I asked, and he startled, flipping his phone upside down.

I’m fine, he said, but he skated one finger over his lips, as if thinking of the thread that wove through Gavin’s.

“The news stories have freaked him out,” I tell Sienna now. “You don’t need to tell him the guy might’ve deserved it, too.”

“Well, what if he did?”

“Nobody deserves to be murdered. And especially not like that.”

Three assaults to his body: the postmortem sewing, the suffocation that killed him, the stab wound in his stomach. I glance toward the wall, at those bloodred roosters, and shudder.

“Maybe not,” Sienna says. “I’m just saying: carrying this horrible thing that someone’s done to you, knowing every single day they got away with it—” She smooths her blunt dark bob. “It’s enough to make a person snap.”

I take a long breath before asking: “Are you saying you’re going to snap?”

Sometimes I wonder. It’s been seventeen years since Clive Clayton downed six shots of Jaeger at a party, drove across a double yellow line, and killed Sienna and Jason’s parents on impact. Sixteen years since he was sentenced to only three in prison. Fourteen and a half since he got out on parole. But it was just last week, working on the splash page for a new A&A client, that I saw Clive’s Instagram among the open tabs in Sienna’s browser. And yesterday, Sienna scowled at a post about his new car, a growl low in her throat.

“No, I won’t snap,” Sienna says. “I have you.” She boops my nose. “But not everyone has a Julia to hold them together.”

She reaches for my hand, and it takes less than a second for our fingers to lock together, perfectly grooved to each other like gears in a machine. The first time we held hands like this, we’d known each other less than two hours. We were twenty-two, Jason twenty-four, and I was pregnant, though nobody but Jason and I knew that yet. I’d only been dating him for three months, and I was hoping that meeting his sister would solidify a connection with him. I liked him, of course—was probably going to love him—but everything had happened so fast, and his proposal had been with a twist tie he’d shaped into a ring. I wasn’t wearing it the night I met Sienna—dinner at Olive Garden—because I hadn’t answered him yet. I’d only kissed him when he asked, smiled without my teeth, and told him I’d think about it.

The dinner was awkward to start. Small talk and small laughs. When the waitress asked what I’d like to drink, I was about to second Sienna’s order of a cosmo—maybe it would relax me, turn me into someone more interesting to Jason’s cool, tall sister with the blistering blue eyes. But then I remembered the two lines on the pregnancy test, shaped like a road I’d travel forever, and I switched to cranberry juice. So we went on: small talk, small laughs, until Jason, spearing a tomato with his fork, proclaimed, “Mmm, these are good motatoes.” At Jason’s fumbled word, Sienna and I looked at each other, sharing a panicked gaze as we struggled to pinch back our laughter, our mouths filled with fresh sips. But as soon as Jason corrected himself, so earnestly—“tomatoes, I like these tomatoes”—we exploded into simultaneous spit-takes, spewing bright red juice all over our salads.

The night rushed ahead after that, with Jason edging more and more toward the periphery. Sienna and I leaned toward each other, hunting for everything we had in common: we both love foods that are sweet and savory (we later dipped our breadsticks into the raspberry sauce on our cheesecakes); we both graduated from UConn; our names both end with A, a fact that Jason contributed dully, as if it barely warranted a mention. But Sienna and I latched onto it, latched onto each other, too, our hands locking together for the very first time across the table. And four years later, when naming our two-person brand development business—Sienna as designer and coder, me as copywriter—it took us only three minutes to decide on A&A Brand.

On the ride home from Olive Garden that first night, I said to Jason, “I love your sister!” Then, my heart buoyant, veins buzzing as if I really had ordered that Cosmo, I added, “And I love you too.”

I hadn’t said that to him yet, and the sentence felt stiff on my tongue. But I kept going, trying to loosen the words, soften them up.

“I love you and we’re having a baby.” I said this second part as if it were shocking news—which it still kind of was, the ink on my diploma barely even dry. “I love you and—I think we should get married.”

I didn’t allow myself to wonder: if I hadn’t just bonded with Sienna so intensely, would I still be saying yes to Jason? Or, in time, would we decide to raise our son in separate houses, loving each other but not in love?

Jason jerked to a stop on the side of the road. Cupping my face in his hands, he told me he loved me too. But then—because he knew about my mother, the phrase she’d repeated my entire childhood, drilling it into my head like an emergency phone number—he asked if I was sure. And briefly, like so many times before, I heard my mother’s warning: Never trust a man.

I silenced it with another kiss.

Now, Sienna nods toward the TV, where the news has moved on from Gavin’s murder. “We should start the movie,” she says. “But first: motatoes!”

Since our initial Olive Garden dinner, Sienna and I have referred to food as motatoes. It doesn’t matter what kind. Soup is motatoes. Cupcakes: motatoes. Nachos: motatoes with cheese. Jason always rolls his eyes, but Sienna and I smile every time.

“What do you want,” I ask, “chocolate popcorn, or pretzel cookies?”

I need comfort food right now, something to distract from the warning that’s wormed its way back: Never trust a man, never trust a man. My mother’s been dead for eight years, but in the wake of that December night with Jason—my laptop open between us, my finger shaking as it aimed at the screen—I’ve been hearing it more and more. And every time, it’s as clear and precise as if she’s standing beside me, whispering it into my ear.

“Pretzel—” Sienna starts, but my phone cuts in. The ringing fills the room like a siren.

I squint at the screen, not recognizing the number, but pick up anyway. I have to answer unknown calls; Jason’s always letting his cell phone die, forgetting to charge it or just not caring to, so there’s always the possibility he could be calling from someone else’s phone.

But the person on the other end isn’t Jason. It’s a woman, and as she speaks, something turns off inside my head. I don’t hear the caller’s voice, or the ghost of my mother’s, or even Sienna’s as she registers my expression—What’s wrong? Who is it? I read on her lips.

I ask the woman to repeat what she said, and as I press the phone tighter to my ear, I can just make it out: Jason’s name, then hospital.

When I hang up, I say only this: “Jason’s hurt.” And as Sienna and I lurch for our keys, our shoes, I see on the muted TV a shot of a residential road. Lights from several cars strobe against the trees, back and forth, over and over, switching between the color of blood and the color of a bruise. They’re pulsing, insistent, will not be ignored: blue and red, and blue and red, and blue-red-blue-red-blue.






Chapter Two SIENNA


I don’t recognize my brother.

His face is bruised to deep indigo around his nose and eyes. There’s an IV taped into place on his hand, which is specked with blood the nurses missed. A bandage circles his head, the gauze stretched tight, and his body is hooked to so many wires he looks like a fuse box. Strangest of all is his mouth, stuck open with the plastic tube snaked into his trachea.

Julia and I stare at him, holding hands so tightly we feel each other’s pulses. Julia’s hammers; mine whips. The air in the ICU is colder than it should be, especially for April, and when I shiver beneath an air vent, Julia shivers too, as if the movement coursed from my body into hers.

The last time we were in a hospital like this was eight years ago, when Julia’s mother was dying. My role was easy then: support Jules, advocate on her behalf to nurses and doctors, demand information when they were stingy with it. I hunted down tissue boxes. I crushed up potato chips to sprinkle onto cake from the cafeteria—a makeshift snack, sweet and savory, that made her smile. And in every other moment, I stood beside her, anchoring her between Jason and me.

Now, though, Julia and I need each other equally. Her hand in mine is the only thing holding me together as Dr. Brighton, a woman we’ve waited hours to see, explains the mechanics of Jason’s crash. How he drove off the road and slammed into a tree. How his head snapped forward as his airbags deployed, breaking his nose and the bones around his eyes. How the paramedics intubated him at the scene.

“Was there another car involved?” The question squeezes my throat, identical to the one I asked seventeen years ago, the night Jason called me at college to tell me our parents had been killed in a crash. It’s a reflex, how quickly I picture Clive Clayton, his suit and smooth hair at the sentencing. My entire body clenches, waiting for the doctor to answer, same as it clenched in the courtroom waiting for the judge to speak.

“They said there were no signs of another vehicle,” Dr. Brighton says, and I loosen, just a little. “It’s possible he was driving distracted, though. On his phone, maybe?”

“No,” I say, resolute. Jason doesn’t text or call while driving. Jason hardly texts or calls at all. He treats his phone like it’s the same one our parents bought him when he first got his license—an early, clunky model that was only for emergencies.

Dr. Brighton continues, this time with technical stuff, and here is where her words dissolve for me, where each syllable is only a sound floating from her mouth, reaching me slowly, liquidly, as if I’m listening from underwater.

Bilateral, subdural, hematoma—these are words from another language.

When she says subarachnoid, I picture spiders. Then blood. Then blood spidering through my brother’s brain. Because that’s what Dr. Brighton is talking about. Brain bleeds. Brain injuries. They have him in a medically induced coma now—the doctor emphasizes medically induced, as if to soften the blow of coma. She tells us what drugs he’s on, but the names mean nothing to me.

“Every morning, we’ll turn down the anesthetic to reassess his neurological function,” Dr. Brighton says, “and at that time, we’ll recalculate his GCS score.”

“GCS?” I’m not even sure which of us asks it—me or Julia.

Dr. Brighton smiles politely. I see it in her face: she’s explained this already.

“Glasgow Coma Scale. It’s how we measure the level of consciousness in a patient after a traumatic brain injury.”

We nod. “Right,” one of us says.

“We’ll repeat this process,” Dr. Brighton adds, “until he’s responsive enough and breathing well enough on his own for us to take the tube out.”

“And when will that be?” I look at my brother, the blue mosaic of his face. Can he hear us talking? If I bent toward his ear, said, Hey, punk, I’m gonna freeze your bra if you don’t wake up soon, would he want to roll his eyes, tell me that surely, in a hospital of all places, I can lay off him for a while?

“We can’t say for sure,” Dr. Brighton answers. “And I can’t promise anything. But we’re hopeful we’ll see improvement over the next few days.”

She leaves us then, no closure to the conversation. I crane my neck, watching through the doorway as she leans across the counter of the nurses’ station, reaches for a cup that one of them holds out to her. When I hear laughter—from Dr. Brighton or a nurse or some inconsiderate visitor—I grip Julia’s hand like a stress ball.

“I can’t believe this,” Julia murmurs. She’s staring at Jason, who’s still unfamiliar, still bandaged and tubed like a goddamn extra on Grey’s Anatomy. “And what if she’s wrong? What if he doesn’t improve?”

“Hey. We can’t think like that.” But the same questions pound through my head.

“I know, but—he looks so bad. So wrong. Almost like a stranger.”

“He’s not, though,” I say. “He’s still Jason. Just the Hospital Chic version. New wardrobe. New color palette. New”—my gaze lingers on the gauze around his head—“accessories.”

The joke, painfully inappropriate, doesn’t land. Julia’s face remains tight with anxiety.

“It’s just,” she says, “what if that’s it? What if he never wakes up and everything between us is still—”

She stops herself, and like always, I can practically see the words she’s forcing back. I don’t know what they are or why she won’t say them. I only know they’re stuck inside her throat.

“Everything between you is still what?” I prompt, picking up the scraps of her sentence.

She shakes her head, already downplaying whatever it is. “Jason and I have just had trouble connecting lately. He’s been so busy with that promotion he wants, and you and I have been slammed with work, and we just—we haven’t spent much time together.”

“Well, you will. Soon. He’ll wake up and the two of you can get back to planning your big trip. You’ll have tons of time to connect in Paris. And Venice. And Prague. And wherever else you’ve added to the list.”

Usually, just the thought of their second honeymoon is enough to make Julia smile. When she and Jason got married, they were more concerned with affording a stroller and crib than a lavish vacation, opting instead for a couple nights at a Berkshires cabin. But their fifteenth anniversary was in January, and Julia’s been collecting travel magazines and curating Pinterest pages since at least their tenth, all in preparation for their European tour later this year. Now, though, Julia’s face darkens even more, as if I’ve only reminded her of something else she might lose.

“He’s going to be okay,” I assure her. Assure myself, too, because it’s difficult to fathom okay with Jason’s body laid out like a corpse in front of us. I lean closer to inspect his face. Did our parents look like this, purple and bloated, after Clive Clayton drove drunk and killed them? Or did the stopping of their hearts keep their capillaries from breaking, their blood from pooling? By the time I saw them in their coffins, they’d been scrubbed clean, made up, had their organs scooped out. Only their fingertips, tinted the faintest blue, outed them as dead instead of sleeping.

“He has to be okay,” I insist. “Because I can’t stop thinking about Clive Clayton. I know this is different, but—” I pause as Julia squeezes my palm. “I can’t lose another family member to a car crash. Jason’s the only reason I survived the last time at all.”

When our parents were killed, we inherited our childhood home, and my brother urged me to ditch my campus apartment to stay with him there. I only lasted a few weeks in my old bedroom, haunted by phantom echoes of my parents, but during that time, Jason shelved his pain to make space for mine. He cooked me blueberry pancakes for breakfast, reenacted funny scenes from my favorite movies over dinner, coaxed smiles from me I didn’t know I was capable of.

“He’s always been so good to me,” I say, “helping me whenever I needed him. And I can’t do anything for him now.”

With her free hand, Julia strokes Jason’s arm, careful not to disturb his IV. Then something like a laugh gurgles in her throat.

“What?” I ask.

“Nothing. It’s not appropriate.”

“Say it.”

“It’s just that story you guys tell—about him putting dead bugs on your pillow.”

“Um, don’t forgot how he also named them, so I’d feel sad about throwing them out.”

Julia rubs the space between her eyes. Another laugh escapes her, breathy this time. “You said he’s always been so good to you, and that popped into my head—the bug pillows, which is not being good to you.”

A chuckle punches out of me. “To be fair, I put bugs on his pillow first.”

She’s right, though. As kids, Jason and I tortured each other. I’d spit in his cereal bowl; he’d spit on my toothbrush. I’d hide the controllers to his video games; he’d hide under my bed to grab my ankles. In the back seat of our parents’ car, we were always poking and pinching each other, twisting each other’s arms.

“But you know what I mean,” I say. “He’s been good to me since Clive.”

Julia nods. She knows this story, too, knows I’m not thinking of my parents’ crash anymore. I’m thinking, instead, of a night six years before that: the first time Clive Clayton tried to wreck my life, and the night that changed everything between Jason and me.

Something beeps on one of his machines, yanking me from the edge of that memory. A nurse bustles in to fiddle with Jason’s IV, check his tube, press something on his monitor, before exiting with a smile. I’m jealous of her knowledge, her easy ability to quiet a machine, keep my brother breathing.

“Oh god,” Julia says, startling. “I have to call Aiden. It’s been hours!”

Earlier, as we scrambled out the door, Julia yelled up to him, voice choked with fear, to come down for a minute. Instead, he stayed at the top of the stairs, staring at us warily, and Julia told him that Jason had an emergency, that she’d call when we knew more.

“It’s okay,” I say. “He’s probably asleep by now.”

Julia shakes her head. “He was up late the other night—two in the morning, on his phone. For all I know, he’s up late all the time now; he’s a teenager, that’s what teens do—” She stops, mid-ramble. With the hand not holding mine, she grabs her phone, then gapes at it like she has no idea what it’s for. She looks at me, hazel eyes wet and red. “What do I say?”

Even now, I test her: One… Two… Three… I count like this, slow and steady in my head, whenever I’m hoping she’ll find her own words and feel confident enough to speak them herself. Normally, I make it the whole three seconds, uninterrupted—which always disturbs me a little, the way she’s so content to be quiet, to keep such distance between her thoughts and her words. This time is no different. On three, she’s still just blinking at me, lashes dewy with tears.

“For now, just text him that you’re on your way back.”

Julia’s gaze darts toward Jason. “I can’t leave. Not yet. I—”

“You heard what the nurse said earlier. They recommend we go home overnight. I’ll stay, though—you go tell Aiden in person. And try to get some sleep. Jason would want that.”

“But what do I say?” Julia asks for the second time, and I give her a script, parceling it out slowly so she can rehearse each phrase aloud. When she repeats the final sentence—don’t worry, Dad will wake up soon—it comes out shaky. Unsure.

“You’ve got this,” I say. “Drive safe. I’ll call you if anything happens.”

But our hands won’t come unclasped. We look at them, then look at each other, and when we separate our fingers, slowly unstick our palms, it’s like we’re ripping stitches that have sewn us together.

Just before she leaves, we hear a couple nurses in the hallway, gossiping about Gavin Reed. We share a final glance, and I know Julia’s thinking the same as me: it was only hours ago we were talking about Gavin ourselves. But with Jason in this bed, hooked to these machines, his boss’s murder no longer has anything to do with us.

“So they stabbed him, suffocated him, and sutured his lips?” one of the nurses says. “Why all three? And why bother with the mouth at all when they’d already killed him?”

“I don’t know,” another answers. “But speaking of mouths: that cut on his abdomen? I hear it looked like a smile.”



Twenty-four hours after we first arrived at the hospital, my brother’s condition remains unchanged. We’ve spent the day staring at Jason, pinching off bites of muffin from the vending machine, walking loops around the long hallways, just to feel our legs again. Not once today have Jason’s eyes so much as flicked with dreams beneath his lids. Nurses have come and gone, regarding us with compassionate nods, and while I swiped again and again to Clive Clayton’s Instagram, checking for new posts, new anger to distract me from despair, Julia sent sporadic texts to Aiden about food in the freezer, bringing the mail inside.

She said she messed up the script I gave her. She rushed through some of the words, stumbled over others, and when Aiden asked if Jason would be okay, she said, Yes, he’ll be fine, they just put him to sleep. She covered her head with her hands when she mentioned that part to me—I told my teenage son that the doctors put his dad to sleep. Like a dog. Like killing a dog. Then she looked at me with horror that quickly melted into hysteria, both of us laughing so hard it counted as an ab workout.

None of this is funny. We know that. But we don’t have much practice with sustained seriousness. Even earlier, when we scanned the contents of the vending machine, it was my instinct to ask which motatoes Julia was getting. But the old joke, Jason’s exquisite mistake, stuck to my tongue, tasting like tears.

Now, for the millionth time today, I study my brother, desperate to detect a change. His hands are so still they look fake—props attached to his wrists. His bruises shine. Dry skin flakes at the corner of his mouth, and his lips gape around the tube, a fish on a line. Nothing new to report, I say to myself, the same thing the nurses have been telling us all day.

Movement by the door pulls my gaze away from my brother, and when I turn my head, my eyes instantly widen.

My ex-boyfriend is here, in uniform, standing at the threshold of the room. A transceiver chirps on his belt, hisses static, before a woman’s voice relays a code and location he ignores.

“Wyatt,” I say, and I’m conscious of Julia’s surprise in the chair beside me. I speak his name as if this is the first I’ve seen him since we broke up a year ago. Because as far as Julia knows, it is.

The edges of his Hillstead Police badge glow under the lights like a reflector. Of course Wyatt would know about the accident; someone, at some point, told us it happened in Hillstead, Wyatt’s town of jurisdiction. But still. The gall of him, showing up like some kind of boyfriend.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I ask him, standing up.

Julia stands, too, muttering so quietly only I can hear it: “Cool your fire.”

I take a deep breath. My lungs are hot and tight, but the mantra does what it’s supposed to. It loosens me, turns down the temperature of my anger. Still, it’s not as effective as usual, because Julia has misread my stiff posture. She thinks I’m mad at the sight of Wyatt, which I am, but mostly I’m panicked that him being here will make it obvious that he and I are hardly estranged.

Julia and I tell each other everything, but I haven’t been able to tell her this: for the last six months, I’ve been sleeping with Wyatt again. Even though he cheated on me at a bachelor party. Even though I broke up with him immediately, deleted all our pictures, repainted my apartment so it would look nothing like it did when he slept inside its walls. So many times, almost as a reflex, I’ve opened my mouth to share this with Julia, but I’ve found there’s no way to explain why I keep a list in my phone called “Plan for Punishing Wyatt,” which goes: (1) text him to come over, (2) pull him close, (3) undress us both a little, (4) back away suddenly, (5) button my shirt, and (6) leave him breathy and throbbing as I tell him to go. And I really don’t want to tell Julia my recurring problem—because it’s a part of myself I don’t even recognize, a part it would humiliate me to admit: in the moment, I always forget number four, back away, and then the next thing I know, I’ve got my legs clamped around Wyatt’s hips, my teeth sinking into my bottom lip, his words hot against my ear: “I’ve missed you, Si. I miss you all the time.”

“Sienna,” he says now, and I’m relieved he’s using my full name, for Julia’s benefit; I’ve made clear to him that she needs to think we’re still estranged. “I’ve been calling you.”

Julia shoots me a puzzled glance. Every time Wyatt’s name lit up my screen today, I flipped the phone upside down.

“And I’ve been ignoring you,” I say.

But there was part of me, damn it, that had wanted to pick up. Wanted to place my pain in Wyatt’s hands.

“In case you can’t tell,” I add, “I’m busy.”

Wyatt looks over my shoulder, his eyes landing on Jason, comatose and discolored, and he swallows. He lingers on my brother for a few moments, then shakes his head. But the expression on his face isn’t one of sympathy. It’s the one he wore that night he confessed to cheating on me. It’s a mix of anguish and dread, a crinkle around the eyes that usually accompanies his laughter but on that night was the wince of knowing he had to hurt me.

“I’m actually here,” Wyatt says, “on official business. The calls were— I wanted to warn you.”

“Warn me about what? Is this about the crash? Did they find out somebody hit—”

“No, no.” Wyatt turns to scan the hallway before facing us again. “Listen, Beck’s in the bathroom, I was supposed to wait for him, but—”

“Beck? The detective?”

Jerry Beck. One of Wyatt’s colleagues. I hung out with him several times over the two years Wyatt and I dated, department barbecues where I was a reluctant plus-one, and his presence—loud and commanding, desperate to be the smartest person in the room—always rankled me.

But why is he here?

“Spit it out,” I say when Wyatt hesitates, and my heart thrashes, an echo of the night he told me about the woman at the bachelor party, whose name he didn’t even remember, whose body he only knew he entered because of the condom he woke up wearing in her bed.

“It’s not even supposed to be me,” Wyatt says. “I’m only here because Sam’s kid got sick. But God—I don’t want you to hear it from Beck first, so I—”

“For fuck’s sake, Wyatt.”

“Jason’s a suspect.”

Julia and I exchange a look, brows equally furrowed.

“A suspect?” I repeat, whirling back to Wyatt. “A suspect for what?”

He rubs the back of his neck. Shifts from side to side. “The murder of Gavin Reed.”






Chapter Three JULIA


I choke on my own gasp.

“What the hell, Wyatt?” Sienna says, pounding on my back. “Is this a joke?”

“I wish it was.” Wyatt watches me, waiting for my fit to pass. When I gulp in a breath, then successfully push it out, he continues. “But with the crash yesterday, they found evidence linking Jason to Gavin Reed.”

“Of course he’s linked to Gavin Reed,” Sienna hisses. “Gavin’s his boss.”

Wyatt glances into the hallway, sweeping it with his eyes. “They found a knife in Jason’s car that—”

“You mean his pocketknife? Our dad gave it to him. He carries it everywhere.”

“They found traces of blood on it.”

Blood? Jason uses that knife to tighten screws on Aiden’s desk, to open packages, to snip loose threads from his sweaters.

“And the blade itself,” Wyatt adds, “is consistent with Reed’s wound.”

My mouth pops open again, but nothing—neither words nor air—comes out.

“So?” Sienna says. “Now everyone with a pocketknife is a suspect?”

“No, but”—Wyatt lowers his voice—“they also found Gavin’s phone. In Jason’s car.”

I stare at Wyatt, forcing myself to breathe, but Sienna takes only a second to absorb this information.

“That makes my brother a murderer?”

“No,” Wyatt says. “It makes him a suspect.”

“Yeah, of murder. That’s what you said. That my brother—the same guy who had to close his eyes during the Red Wedding on Game of Thrones—somehow stabbed his boss? And smothered him? And stitched up his lips?”

Wyatt shakes his head. “All they have right now is the knife and the phone. They’ve submitted the blood for testing. They should know within a few days if it’s a match, but—”

“It won’t be,” Sienna cuts in.

“But for now,” Wyatt continues, “protocol dictates that—”

“I don’t care about your protocol! Wyatt, you know Jason.”

How well do you know this man?

I touch my left temple, where my mother’s voice rings loudest. It’s what she said to me, years ago, when I told her I was marrying Jason, defying her warning to never trust a man—a conviction she clung to after marrying my father at twenty-one, then losing him at twenty-two, when he went out for diaper cream and never came back. For most of my childhood, my mother wore her misery and regret like a too-tight wedding ring, and instead of confetti or well wishes, she threw doubt on my decision to commit to Jason. I understand there’s a baby involved, she said, but really, Julia, how well do you know this man?

It disturbs me how the question comes back to me now, as Sienna’s ex-boyfriend, an officer of the law, informs us that Jason is somehow, impossibly, a suspect in a murder investigation.

A voice rumbles in the hallway, where a stocky man with salt-and-pepper hair leans across the nurses’ station. Wyatt whips his head toward the sound, then back to Sienna, piercing her with his stare.

“Try to be calm when Beck’s here,” he whispers. “Otherwise, he’ll keep you in the dark.”

He turns toward the man—Beck, apparently—who’s approaching us now. “I figured I’d wait for you up here,” Wyatt says.

“No problem. I saw a doctor I knew from an old case on the way up, so it took me a—”

His gaze snags on Sienna.

“Wait,” he says, looking at Wyatt. “Isn’t this…?”

Wyatt nods, lips pressed together.

“Sierra, right?” Beck asks.

Sienna crosses her arms by way of an answer.

“Sienna,” Wyatt supplies. “Sienna Larkin.”

Beck’s eyes go hazy as he mutters to himself, “Jason Larkin. Right.” He shakes his head at Wyatt. “Jesus, Miller, why didn’t you say anything?” When Wyatt only shrugs, Beck turns back to Sienna. “Always the bleeding heart, am I right?” He pitches his thumb at Wyatt. “Even when it could get him in trouble.”

He puts his hand on Wyatt’s shoulder and gives it a squeeze. “I won’t tell anyone,” he says quietly. “But you’re to steer clear of this case, all right? I don’t care if Sam’s kid explodes into a million pieces and he’s out for a month on bereavement. You’re off this one.”

“I know,” Wyatt agrees.

“Your case,” Sienna says to Beck, “doesn’t make any sense. I don’t care what you found in his car—my brother didn’t kill anyone.”

Beck shoots another disappointed glance at Wyatt, who steps away a little, hands behind his back as if waiting to be cuffed.

“I’m Detective Beck,” he says to me, reaching out a hand. On instinct I take it, my grip limp in his, easily crushed. “You’re Mrs. Larkin, I presume?”

I nod.

“Good to meet you,” he says. “Listen, I understand this is a difficult time, but I’ll need to ask your husband a few questions.”

“Well, good luck with that,” Sienna says. “He’s in a coma.”

Beck’s eyebrow lifts as he looks past us at Jason. There it is again: the bruises, the bandages, the tube, my husband’s mouth stuck open, as if in perpetual surprise.

“I, uh… didn’t know that,” Beck says.

“I didn’t either,” Wyatt murmurs. His eyes, soft and imploring, reach for Sienna’s, but she turns her cheek, shielding herself from his gaze.

Beck clears his throat. “Did the doctors say when he’ll regain consciousness?”

“If you think we’re sharing that information with you, you’re insane,” Sienna says.

Beck rocks on his heels, brow furrowed in thought. “We can speak with his doctors. In the meantime”—he pivots toward me—“Mrs. Larkin, could you please confirm: Your husband attended the HomeGrowth Conference at the Hillstead Marriott on Friday, correct?”

He reaches into his jacket to pull out a notepad, then yanks the pen from its spiral. Flipping to a clean page, he waits for my answer, but now my thoughts are stuck on that conference. According to the news, it was the last place Gavin was seen alive.

“You don’t have to say anything,” Sienna says, hooking her hand onto mine. Her palm is hot, her skin almost scalding, and it’s only at her touch that I realize how cold I am, how the room feels walled with ice.

“No, it’s—” My voice quivers with the first words I’ve spoken since Wyatt arrived. “It’s fine, I— Yes. He went to the conference.”

“And do you recall what time he got home?”

“Um. I went to bed early that night. But I— I think it was eleven thirty?”

Sienna squeezes my hand, bolstering me through my stammer, as Beck scribbles a note.

“Did your husband mention any stops he made between leaving the conference and arriving back home?”

“Stops? No. There was a dinner. At the Marriott. He came home right after.”

Beck’s hand pauses as he glances at me above the notepad. “You sure about that?”

The follow-up is pointed, like he knows something I don’t, and it catches me off guard. Because no, I guess I can’t be sure. On Friday, I was surprised when it was nine, and then ten o’clock, and Jason wasn’t home yet. He hates the after-hours networking at conferences, always wants to duck out as soon as the last presentation is over. When I texted at ten to get his ETA, the message went undelivered—his phone dead again.

“Of course she is,” Sienna says, filling my silence, but Beck lingers on me, waiting for an answer.

My throat shrinks. If I say I’m sure, then I’m lying to a cop. But if I tell him the truth, I risk validating his suspicions, giving him space to wonder where else Jason went that night.

I compromise with a nod.

“All right,” Beck says. He clicks the top of his pen and slaps his notepad shut. “Thanks, Mrs. Larkin. I’ll reach out to your husband’s medical team.”

“You’re wasting your time,” Sienna says, but Beck is already swiveling toward the door, nodding to Wyatt to follow him. Wyatt hangs back, though, and Sienna continues her thought, aiming it at him instead of Beck. “Jason has nothing to do with what happened to Gavin.”

He stretches out a hand—as if his instinct, after all these months, is still to touch her—but he drops it at the sharp lash of her gaze.

“Miller,” Beck calls to Wyatt. “Let’s go.”

And then we’re alone again, Sienna and me, our hands knotted together, Jason laid out behind us like a body in a morgue.



I’ve never loved our house.

As we pull into the garage, this is what I think of. Not Jason’s coma. Not the blood on his knife. Not the dead man’s phone in his car.

The house is too big, too boxy, too similar to all the others in our town of Willow Creek. But when Jason first invited me to move in with him, I was soothed by the message it might send my mother: See? It doesn’t matter how well I know him. He’s not going to leave me. He’d have to leave his own house, his own history, too. So I kept my opinions stored away like the box of childhood mementos I brought with me. I pretended not to mind the pee-colored tile in the master bath, pretended it didn’t haunt me to sleep in his parents’ old room. Day after day, I looked at the rooster wallpaper downstairs and I said nothing, pretending it didn’t look like a crime scene.

For a moment, though, this house I don’t love is a comfort, a thing unchanged when everything else is warped and wrong. There’s the dent in the garage’s drywall where Aiden, careening in from the driveway, crashed his bike when he was eight. There’s the fort, stacks of brick and wood, Jason helped him make in the corner at ten. And there’s the spot, empty now, for Jason’s car—which is smashed up somewhere, a gnarl of seats and steel. Evidence, apparently.

I stare at the vacant space, lingering behind the wheel even as Sienna rips off her seat belt beside me. “Come on,” she demands.

Numbly, I follow.

Inside, Sienna slams her purse onto the counter. “This is so stupid,” she says, a proclamation she threw out repeatedly on the drive back. “Who the fuck does Beck think he is?”

“Cool your—” I start, but the mantra’s words are lost beneath her own.

“There could be a million reasons why Jason had Gavin’s phone!”

I frown at that—because I haven’t been able to think of any. So I’ve tried not to think of it at all.

“He could have given Gavin a ride home from the conference,” Sienna says. “Maybe Gavin got sloshed at that dinner—Jason wouldn’t let him drive drunk—and the phone slipped out of his pocket in the car. Or maybe Jason saw Gavin leave it behind at the Marriott and figured he’d give it to him at work on Monday. Either way, it doesn’t mean he killed him, and the cops are off their fucking rockers to think so.”

“The cops think what?”

We wince at Aiden’s voice. He shuffles into the kitchen, brown hair rumpled, cheek pillow-creased. I lurch toward him. “Honey…” But he recoils from my outstretched hand.

“Why do the cops think that?” he asks.

Silence oozes through the room. I’m struck mute by Aiden’s loose lounge pants that, even with his recent growth spurt, make him look like a little kid. They’re Jason’s, actually—bigger than Aiden’s old ones, but still too big overall. The plaid pantlegs pool around his heels, threatening to trip him up.

“It isn’t true,” Sienna says.

“But why do they think it?”

“Because they’re idiots. And because—”

I glare at her in warning. Aiden was troubled enough by Gavin’s murder, awake but zombie-faced in the middle of the night; the specifics of the cops’ suspicions will only disturb him even more. But Sienna barrels ahead.

“—there was a tiny bit of blood on his pocketknife. And Gavin’s phone was in his car. But it doesn’t even make sense. Who would kill someone and leave that evidence lying around?”

Aiden stiffens, then goes completely still. His gaze hollows out like a sleepwalker’s. “Whose blood is on the knife?” he asks.

“Probably your dad’s!” Sienna stomps toward the cabinet to pull down a glass, then fills it at the sink. “He probably got clumsy and nicked himself.”

She tosses her head back, draining her drink in only three gulps, and as she reaches for a refill, my attention drifts toward the living room walls—the splotches of blood Sienna insists are only animals.

“Um. How—” Aiden’s voice is hazy, as if speaking from inside a dream. My focus snaps back onto him. “Can’t Dad just explain to the cops what’s going on?”

“No, not yet,” I say. “He’s still in the coma. But pretty soon he’ll…” Pretty soon he’ll what? Wake up? Dr. Brighton was clear with us: the timeline for Jason’s recovery isn’t guaranteed. I look to Sienna, hoping she’ll take over, but she’s still at the faucet, drinking from her glass. “The doctors are very hopeful he’ll get better soon.”

Aiden sways on his feet. Side to side, slow as a pendulum. I inch toward him, hands in front of me in case I need to catch him. “Aiden?”

He doesn’t answer, but his face grows pale. His brows pinch together.

“Aid?” I try again. This time, I touch his cheek, and when he doesn’t spring away, I pull him into a hug. He stands like a statue in my embrace, and my heart aches, remembering how he used to ask me to hold him, to engulf his entire body with mine. I’m the ice cream and you’re the scoop! he said once. And I answered, How can I be the scoop if I’m the one eating you up, as I nipped at his neck, drank up his squeals of laughter.

Now he wrenches out of my embrace, speaks without meeting my eyes.

“How do you know Dad didn’t do it?”

Sienna’s head jerks toward him. “Do what? Kill his boss?”

Aiden nods, and I step away from him, blown back by the question.

“Because he didn’t,” Sienna says, her nonanswer doing little to alter Aiden’s posture.

“Because he’s Dad,” I try. “Because we know him.”

Because Jason would never hurt someone. Quite the opposite: he obsesses over keeping people safe. He bought me an escape tool for my car, on the off chance I ever drive into a lake and need to break the glass. He mostly ignores his own phone, but he figured out how to set up parental controls on Aiden’s so if our son ever edges too close to danger, we’ll be alerted. And it’s not just with us. He missed Aiden’s fifth birthday party because he witnessed a hit and run, and even after the police took his statement, he drove to the hospital, sitting vigil for the victim, who was a twenty-year-old woman with no family in the area. Despite the distance I’ve kept from him lately, Jason is a good man. To us and to others.

“Maybe you don’t know him as well as you think you do,” Aiden says.

The sentence clangs inside me, ringing a bell whose sound is too familiar.

“What?” Sienna says. “Why would you say that?”

The hair on my arms lifts up, hundreds of tiny antennas. He knows. Our walls aren’t particularly thick; he easily could have heard Jason and me, that night we fought in December. I’d tried to be quiet, to say as little as I could, but my voice was shrieky with the shock of my discovery.

Ten thousand dollars missing from our bank account.

It was almost a fluke that I noticed it at all. Jason handles our bills and transfers; it’s not very often I log in to the accounts. But our fifteenth anniversary was approaching, and I was eager to finally start booking the second honeymoon Jason had promised me since our tenth. That year, we marked the occasion with takeout at home, candles on the table, an impromptu slow dance in the kitchen. Then, in a whisper against my ear, Jason told me he’d opened a new bank account, one specifically allotted for the big, multicity European vacation I’d always dreamed of. Growing up with a single mother—who could barely afford vacations in New England, let alone other countries—I never had a chance to travel, and after we had Aiden, the farthest we went was Virginia Beach. But Jason planned to change that. He told me he’d already deposited his recent bonus in the new account, and for the next five years, we’d save as much as we could. I want to dance with you, he said, his palm warm on my back, just like this, in as many countries as I can. The line was clearly rehearsed, but still so sweet, and it reminded me that I’d been right, ten years before, to commit to a man I’d only known for a handful of months.

But this past December, I was checking the account’s balance, and instead of all deposits, I saw a stunning withdrawal, its zeroes lined up like beads in an abacus. I pointed it out to Jason, at first imagining that he’d booked our trip himself—planning, perhaps, to gift me the itinerary for Christmas. But his face flooded with color, his expression darkening, and I knew then, before he explained anything, that whatever he’d done with the money was not a surprise, but a secret. Instantly, my mother’s voice, bitter and suspicious, barged into my head: Never trust a man.

He called it a bad investment, one that had been pitched to him as a sure thing, a way to double what we’d saved. Well, then, un-invest, I said. Get the money back. We can’t go anywhere with this. I gestured to the amount left—barely enough for plane tickets—and Jason paused for a long time, chewing his bottom lip, something like fear streaking through his eyes. Then he told me that someone had screwed him over. Those were his words: he screwed me over, the money’s gone, I’m so sorry. And he got on his knees in front of me, like a strange proposal, promising to fix it, to work like hell to get the promotion he was up for, the salary of which would earn back our honeymoon money in no time.

Since then, I haven’t asked him more about it, haven’t even spoken of it, really—just drifted from his touch, skirted his gaze, answered his jokes with a courtesy smile. It spooked me too much, this thing he did behind my back, the dream of mine he shattered, and it made me wonder what else he’s done that I never could have guessed at.

Now Sienna repeats her question. “Aiden, why would you say that?”

I hold my breath, scared he’s going to say it—that he heard everything. That I failed to protect him from my hurt. That I hurt him in turn, marring his shiny vision of his father. That, for as few words as I said to Jason that night, I still said too much.

“Just forget it,” he says instead, and I release a morsel of air. “I’m going back to bed.”

“Aiden, you’re clearly upset,” Sienna says. “Let’s talk about it. We can make you some hot chocolate.”

She sings the name of the drink, trying to entice him, trying to do for me, for him, what I can’t do myself. Because the only sentence I can conjure now is his—Maybe you don’t know him as well as you think you do—which is, of course, unnervingly similar to my mother’s: How well do you know this man?

“I’m fine, Auntsy,” Aiden says to Sienna. “Goodnight.” He swishes out of the kitchen, pantlegs catching beneath his feet.

“Come on—” Sienna calls, but she’s cut off by her phone, ringing in her purse.

Our eyes snap toward each other, blaring the same thought—the hospital!—but when she launches for the phone and reads it, the hope slumps out of her. In a moment, her cheeks are stained with a familiar pink.
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