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AUTHOR NOTE

While this is a work of fiction, some of the topics discussed do exist in our real world. I’ve compiled a list of content warnings to help those who may need them. I’ve done my best to address everything here, but I keep an updated list on my website in case I am later informed of triggers that I may have missed. Please visit that site for the most updated information.

Readers who may be sensitive to any of these elements, please take note, or you may want to stop reading.

Content warnings: death of a parent/grief, animal death (on-page—cow and lizard; off-page, referenced but not described—cat; off-page, referenced and somewhat described—unspecified animals), mentions of self-harm/suicide, drinking and drug use, infidelity, discussions of toxic intimate relationships, detailed body horror/gore, violence, death (includes child death)
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PROLOGUE

Ainsley Behre did not do lateness. She couldn’t stand walking into a meeting after it had already started, a room of people turning to her with knowing smirks that said, “Black people are always late.” It grated on her. Her dad regularly failed to be on time, and it didn’t exactly endear him to the people who already hated him for what he had. And now that he was gone, what she had.

But, devoted as she was to punctuality, sometimes shit just hit the fan when you didn’t expect it. Like the snowstorm that had suddenly swept across the East Coast. Her flight in from New York was supposed to land at Toronto Pearson Airport at 6:00 p.m. But the weather had caused delay after delay and when the aircraft finally bumped to a stop on the tarmac, she stared down at her phone and saw 11:05 p.m. staring back at her. Her lip curled.

When the seat belt sign clicked off and everyone scrambled from their seats, she rose slowly, unwilling to look like a panicked cockroach. She took her time retrieving her roller bag and slipped into the aisle. She’d been in the front row as was her preference, and so she was one of the first people off when they finally opened the boarding door.

As she departed, she checked her phone to see if Paris had sent her any messages, but there was nothing from the lawyer. For the sake of her retainer, the woman had better be working day and night on this case. Paris was calculating and meticulous, which was why Ainsley had taken her on in the first place. Also, she preferred to work with other Black professionals whenever possible. Paris was good, but she wasn’t perfect. Though Ainsley’s husband would say that no one would ever be perfect enough for her.

Ainsley attempted to ignore the blizzard still raging, which she could see out the giant windows as she stepped onto the moving sidewalk toward customs. Her shoulders cramped, and she took a moment to roll them back. The flight hadn’t even been long, but that was the thing about getting older. Your body betrayed you more and more. Her heart rate accelerated against her will, and she immediately thought of the ranch. Of the suffocating stink of the blood. And that sour smell she couldn’t escape. No. Stop it, she thought. You’re better than this.

She forced herself to relax. It was fine. She was fine.

Ainsley made her way past the throngs of passengers heading to the long customs line and breezed forward through the mobile customs since she had the sense to arrange her affairs ahead of time. The same way she’d set her husband to the tasks that he needed to do today, but she wouldn’t feel settled until she was home with him. Until she could ensure that everything was as it should be.

She was thankful that this business trip hadn’t required more than a carry-on, so she didn’t have to wait for baggage. Though she cursed herself when she nearly tripped over her feet rushing out of customs. She righted herself quickly, but not in time to avoid knocking into a little boy.

When she looked down to apologize to him, he stared up at her with a face she recognized, his lips pulled into a wide smile comically stretched from ear to ear.

“Excuse us,” his mother said, tugging him away.

Ainsley squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. The boy was looking at her over his shoulder, but the familiarity was gone. She didn’t know him.

She didn’t have time for this.

The floor transitioned from carpet to tile, and the heels of her boots clicked as she strode across the space toward the parking garage. She checked her phone again as she waited for the elevator; it was only quarter past. She was going to make it.

“Ma’am?” someone called from behind her.

She turned and raised an eyebrow.

It was an airport staff member who pointed to a sign that she hadn’t noticed. A sign noting that the parking garage could not currently be accessed by elevator. “You’ll have to walk out and go down the stairs,” he said. “The fastest way is those ones out door D. They’re outside, but it’s a bit of a trek otherwise.”

She knew that he didn’t deserve the look she threw at him, but she did it anyway. She couldn’t bring herself to smile and be courteous. To thank him. To do any of the things that Ainsley Behre would usually do. This was not the day for it.

She considered texting her husband to tell him that he should prepare in case she was late. No. She couldn’t be late. Jay had already messed things up last year. He could barely be counted on to tie his own shoes. The Jay she had grown up with had been so different. Confident. Assured. Calm under pressure. But the fire had changed that. Or rather, everything that came after had. She’d thought maybe he would grow out of it, like her. It was the worst gamble she’d ever made.

Instead, she walked to door D as she’d been directed. Outside she was immediately hit in the face with a torrent of hail and wind. Cars were lined up and slow moving, attempting to make pickups while passengers struggled with their luggage.

She yanked her suitcase behind her across the pedestrian walkway that led to the giant parking structure, searching for P3 signs. When she finally found them, she made a beeline to the set of outdoor steps leading down, which were covered in snow and ice. Because of course they hadn’t salted them yet.

When she set her foot down on the first step, she felt the ground slip out from underneath her and clung to the metal railing, only just managing to keep herself upright. It worsened the pain in her shoulders, making it feel like someone had shoved their thumbs between the blades and dug in with their nails.

She was not going to be late.

She was not going to let Jay take over.

She was not going to let him fuck this up, again.

She walked, more carefully now, to the landing leading into the P3 garage. It was blissfully clear of ice because of the overhang of concrete from the upper floor.

Ainsley let out a sigh of relief when she spotted her black Cadillac Escalade and rushed down the rest of the stairs.

What she had failed to see, however, was the figure tucked into the shadows.

Half an hour later, an airport staff member would finally get a chance to go out and salt the area leading to the underground parking. That was where he found Ainsley lying on the steps with a key fob clutched in her manicured fingers. Her eyes were wide open with icicles forming on the lashes and a dark pool of blood spread around her head.

Meanwhile, the Escalade still sat innocently in its spot, waiting for her to get in.

Ainsley didn’t make it home.

She wasn’t able to take care of everything like she always did.

And as she’d died, she’d thought of one thing and one thing only.

Dom.
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CHAPTER ONE

It took Mom dying for me to realize that she had an excessive obsession with bears.

The tiny wooden carved bear on her key chain that they found in her frozen hand. The bear-shaped air freshener in her empty Escalade, just a few feet away from her. And the dozens of teddy bears that people brought to her funeral, that small detail being the most that the average person knew about her. The funeral we’d had all because of a patch of invisible black ice at the bottom of a staircase. One little slip and Mom was gone.

Now I looked to the handmade bowl on the coffee table with tiny bear ears on either side. The family was together on the main floor of our three-story lakeshore home. It was boxy and modern, and its design had been meticulously overseen by Mom. Every detail she’d insisted on had been carried out, from the open-concept main area, to the glass-enclosed pool attached to it that you could see into from the basement observation hall, to the precisely ten balconies—two of which were technically inaccessible but were needed for symmetry.

I tucked my feet up under me on the couch while our lawyer, Paris, explained to Dad how everything would go down today. She was a seemingly constant presence in our lives lately. A dark-skinned Black woman who I imagined white women might like to call strong. She looked at us out of the corner of her eye while she talked to Dad. Our living area included a giant U-shaped sectional, and yet we were all piled together in the middle.

I kept staring at the bear bowl. Now that I had time to think about it, it was wild how many things there were in our lives that fit the theme. Murals in our childhood bedrooms that ranged from cartoonish Winnie the Pooh–type designs to paintings so realistic that they reminded us of the real thing, which we often feared running into at our family-owned ranch in Oro. Our monogrammed towels in the washrooms with tiny bears embroidered beside the initials.

And then there were the songs she would sing to us.

She loved “Five Bear Cubs” the most.


One bear cub

Feeling so blue



She would point to Karter, the oldest, who would roll her eyes but have a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. Now Karter had on no makeup and stared intensely at Paris, her face looking oddly pale without her foundation.


Begged for a brother

Now mama has two



That was Mom’s cue to point to Darren, who’d come next, kicking and screaming, though the song didn’t mention that. He was the epitome of middle child syndrome before he even became the middle child. Now his eyes seemed hollowed out, and he picked at the chipping polish on his nails.


Two bear cubs

On adventures at sea

Wished for a third mate

Now mama has three



Kiley was next. The beauty of the family, which was so obvious that the rest of us couldn’t even get mad about it. People of multiple genders had literally fought over her before. A lot of bad love poems had been delivered to our house over the years. She’d even incorporated them into a sculpture for a competition. She’d won it too. Now was the first time I’d ever seen her perfect skin dull.

As usual, she and Darren were huddled close together. They’d changed since Mom died. All of us had, I guess. But somehow I’d expected them to be less affected. Or maybe to bounce back faster. I always used to know they were home because of all their shouting and laughing and talking into the night. Now their rooms were quiet. They were the middles. That title felt like it should be some sort of armor. They were the ones who brought parties to life, even if they sometimes went too far. Though technically, they weren’t the only middle children. I was too. Maybe I should have been mad to be left out. But I knew it wasn’t me who they were ignoring.


Three bear cubs

Practicing their roars

They wanted to be louder

Now mama has four



That was my cue. I would pop up from wherever I was sitting and strike some sort of pose that would make Mom laugh and my siblings scoff. According to my parents, I’d come straight out the womb with a tiny, gummy smile on my face. It was why they’d abandoned their K and D naming pattern to call me Sunny. Because I came to them as a bright ray of sunshine. Now… well, now I look the same. I always do. A smile pasted on my face as I pretend to listen to Paris, feeling far away from the emotion that my expression would suggest.


Four bear cubs

Practicing their dives

Needed bigger splashes

Now mama has five



The song ended there, which I always thought was fitting. Dom didn’t get his own verse, and when Mom finished the song, she wouldn’t point at him. She’d just hold up five fingers and laugh, and we’d cheer and clap. Dom wouldn’t say anything. He’d just sit in the corner, watching us.

The four of us were born in a row, one after the other. But Dom was born two years later. They’d broken their naming pattern with me, but when Dom came, they went back to it. Maybe that should have made him feel more like he belonged.

But it didn’t.

I knew the middles weren’t the middles because I didn’t count.

They were the middles because we left out Dom.

And then he went and killed that girl.

Allegedly, anyway.

Now he was as separate from us as he could ever be.

I didn’t think any of us really thought he did it. But at the same time, I also wasn’t sure that any of us could say with complete confidence that he hadn’t.

“That’s everything. We’re ready to go,” Paris declared, apparently done with what she had to tell Dad, though I knew he hadn’t actually taken it in. Paris talked to Dad because he was the “real” adult, but he was like a phone. He had the ability to do a lot of things, but he needed input. He needed someone to tell him exactly how to work his many functions.

That used to be Mom.

Now it was Karter.

But it should have been me.

It was our little secret, Mom and me. That I would be the one to lead our family when she was gone. But as it turned out, she’d hid this secret too well because I was the only person who seemed to know. Karter had just swept in like the controlling bitch she was, and what was I supposed to do now?

I had lived through things. I had perspective that Karter didn’t. And I prioritized the family above all. I knew them better than anyone. That was what Mom had told me. She wanted me to lead, and I wanted to do that for her, so why hadn’t it happened the way it was supposed to? Why was I sitting here like a spectator while Karter took the wheel?

I sucked in a deep, calming breath and disguised it as a “glad to have that all sorted out!” contented sigh, then stood up with a grin. “We should grab some McDonald’s or something on the way. Dom would like that.” He might. I knew he went there sometimes with his friend. I also knew that none of us wanted to endure a two- to three-hour sit-down meal with him.

I had that sort of attention to detail and understanding of the family. Karter didn’t. And yet here we were.

My grin forced Dad to smile too. “Sure.”

That was the point. I smiled when no one else wanted to, and it helped them do it. That was the Sunny effect. Even when I couldn’t look at my oldest sister without wanting to glower at her, and despite the fact that Mom had promised me something she’d now failed to deliver and couldn’t correct. I couldn’t fix it either without breaking character. I did not create discord within the family. I soothed it. Accusing Karter of taking a role that didn’t belong to her without proof was not very Sunny.

And I always lived up to my name.



The SUV stank of McDonald’s.

We were packed into the Escalade and each had our own paper takeout bags in our laps. Probably, we should have waited for Dom and eaten together, but as usual, by the time we got him, he would be eating alone.

“She’s not going to be there, right?” Karter asked. She was driving, seated next to Paris in the front seat while Dad sat in the second row with me and the middles were in the far back, dipping their fries into an Oreo McFlurry they were sharing.

Paris shook her head. “She’d better not be. She wasn’t even supposed to know he was the one charged, but we can’t do anything about that now. Either way, she’s not going to talk, and no news source would publish his name even if she did, which she won’t. Dom is a youth offender. Exposing his charge in any way would land her in serious shit. She could never pay back those fines. That’s not even getting into the fact that she’s got two boys at the academy. Ms. Allen will behave.”

I remembered the courtroom from Dom’s bail hearing. Remembered how we sat in those seats behind Dom and Paris, filling up an entire row. Dom had worn a perfectly tailored suit. It had fit him like a glove, but he’d still looked like a kid playing dress-up. The Crown had been on the other side—a plain-looking guy in his early forties who would be trying to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that our younger brother had murdered his girlfriend.

Despite how confident Paris had been going into it, bail was denied on the grounds of the seriousness of the crime. Dom’s shoulders had slumped, but he hadn’t said a word. Just quietly got up and followed the police out to where he would be transported to a juvenile facility.

When we’d walked outside, there she was. Ms. Allen. I only knew because Karter had let out this hiss between her teeth, and Paris had immediately turned to the Crown to snap at him that she shouldn’t have been there.

But she was. Marsha Allen had stood next to a run-down red Honda Civic with her dark hair cut into a distinctly uneven bob. I’d looked over at her, and her face had twisted into this expression of perfect fury. Lips peeled back, crow’s feet at maximum crease, eyes narrowed so hard they were watering.

Then Karter had snapped at me to keep moving, so I’d turned away and headed for the SUV with my family. Ignoring, as usual, my instinct to snap back at her.

We left together, knowing that we would see Dom soon enough, assuming that Paris would come through like she was supposed to.

Ms. Allen stood alone.

I could feel her eyes on my back even when I was inside the vehicle. They’d followed us as we drove away. And when I’d lain in bed that night, I’d thought about them.

Now we pulled into the parking lot of the juvenile detention center where Dom had spent the last couple months, and Dad went inside with Paris. I smothered the smile that my lips attempted to peel into when Paris told Karter that they only needed his legal guardian and she should stay in the car. That wouldn’t have been the right sort of smile for me to have on my face.

“Well, Paris came through,” Darren said from the third row, pitching forward, playing with his septum piercing. “She got him out.”

Karter frowned at him. “Of course she did. Aside from the obvious, he’s got a clean record. People accused of worse have been able to go back to their normal lives until trial.”

“What’s worse than murder?”

“Uh, serial murder. And first-degree murder. Premeditated shit. Which would be obvious if you used your own brain for two seconds.”

“Even Paris said the evidence was largely circumstantial,” I added. Most of the details had been kept from us between Mom, Dad, Paris, and Karter. And it’s not like I casually talked with Dom to ask him about it. But that was the line our lawyer kept using, so I assumed it held some weight.

“But should he be out?” Kiley mumbled. We all looked at her, but she was staring at where Dad and Paris had disappeared, chewing on the same fry for so long that it must have turned to mush in her mouth by now.

“Dom is innocent,” Karter insisted, her voice firm. “And I don’t care if you have a dissenting opinion, but keep it inside.”

I could have rolled my eyes. Jesus. She really couldn’t find a way to put everyone at ease instead of just telling us to keep our mouths shut?

Darren actually rolled his eyes. “We know that.”

Kiley chose to stay quiet.

Before Mom died, I would have said we were close. All of us. Not Dom. But the rest of us. Now there was something fractured. Split and cracked like the ice that’d taken her from us.

“We’re getting our brother back,” I said. “That’s what matters. That’s what’s the most important. We’ll be together again.”

Even if we’re together without Mom.

Dad, Paris, and Dom walked out of the building toward us a while later.

It was a shock briefly to see my younger brother. He seemed older even though it had only been a couple months. Not a man, though the Crown had at every turn referred to him that way. Like he was grown. But he wasn’t.

I forced myself to get out of the car and slapped on a smile for him. I opened my mouth but couldn’t quite figure out what to say, so I settled for launching myself at my brother and tugging him into a hug. He smelled like antiseptic. Like they didn’t have detergent in the center, only bleach.

“We’re so happy to have you back,” I gushed as I held him.

He snorted. “Are you?”

I froze for a moment and resisted digging my nails into his shoulders. No, that wouldn’t be very nice, would it? I laughed and stepped back. “Of course we are.”

His expression was blank. Like he wasn’t even remotely happy about getting out of juvie.

His locs were gone. He looked so much like Darren now. The same dark skin and shaved head. But he was different from our older brother. I hugged Darren and felt happy. Comforted. Hugging Dom was a chore. And I felt like he knew it.

Ms. Allen and Dom were both familiar with being alone. It was what I felt when she glared at me. The heat of her eyes that followed me home. They were like my brother’s. A deep sense of solitude that was catching. Like an infection. I suppressed a shudder.

I thought of Mom’s note, handed to me by Paris in a private meeting after the will reading. We all had one because of things she wanted to say to us. Instructions left. At mine, Paris had just handed me a sticky note that read, Take care of Dom.

It was a slap in the face.

After everything she’d told me, all the time we’d spent preparing me for this role, and her promise that she would leave something that made it clear that I was to take over, all I’d gotten was a pink Post-it note.

About Dom of all people.

He stared back at me, his face devoid of anything.

Exactly how I remembered him.

Take care of Dom.

I didn’t often feel anything about Dom. But in that moment, I wanted to strangle him. Instead, I held up the greasy paper bag in my hand. “We got you McDonald’s!”





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO

On the first day of school, I cut across the track field with Dom and tried not to think about if people would find out he was charged with murder.

Every single one of our siblings had attended Behre Academy. It was Mom’s invention. A scholarship-based private high school that only accepted students who were considered in need. It was her way to empower kids who wouldn’t otherwise have access to even the tiniest bit of what her own children had. We, as students, obviously weren’t needy, but it was important that we attend the same school for solidarity. It showed how much she believed in the quality of education at Behre Academy that she would send her children there too, instead of to any one of the other elite Toronto private schools.

Though it clearly stood apart from those other institutions. For one, the building wasn’t what you might call beautiful. It was a functional brick box that spanned three floors with the addition of a basement and rooftop. I’d asked Mom why we didn’t upgrade the design of the school once, when I was younger and didn’t know any better, and she said, “We’re not trying to compete with Toronto French School or Upper Canada College, or any of them. This is a high-quality institution for underprivileged youth that relies on donations. What do you think would happen if investors visited an absolutely gorgeous campus that their privileged children were denied?”

I didn’t know. So I’d just shaken my head.

She’d continued, “They would be upset. They would feel… short-changed. We want them to see our academy as quaint and cute. Lovely to toss some money at but ultimately subpar for their own precious angels.” She’d smiled at me then. “At the end of the day, all that matters is that these kids get a quality education and enough of a boost to be given a chance. That’s a lot more important than what the school looks like. And it’s crucial that you be a good ambassador for the family while you attend, especially because you’ll be the one running things when I’m gone. Be humble and open-minded, and check your privilege at the door every day you walk into that school.”

And now, here was my brother, walking toward the building without a single care despite the fact that he could destroy everything she’d created.

It had been two weeks since we picked him up, which he had mostly spent in his room. Including Karter’s birthday the week before, when the rest of us went out for dinner.

He kicked at the ground as he walked, his backpack sliding off the single shoulder where he’d slung it. It wasn’t cold, but he had a bright orange knit hat pulled over his shaved head that reminded me of prison jumpsuits. His jeans hung low on his hips, and he had pulled on a T-shirt with a portrait of some anime-looking girl whose face was distorted, the fabric punctured with safety pins.

We were supposed to be in uniform.

He had done this deliberately.

Technically, I couldn’t know that, but I felt it. It seemed natural that Dom, once again, had to find a way to stand apart from this school. Mom’s school. Because even though we pulled back from him, he kept his distance too.

I, of course, had my uniform on. The green-and-white plaid skirt that fell just above my knees, crisp white socks, black shoes, and a matching white polo with the school logo on it. A roaring bear. Mom’s touch. I even accessorized with a matching headband placed on the fresh silk press I got done yesterday. On her way out the door Karter told me that my level of matching made me look desperate and sad. Then she treated me to a lecture about watching Dom at school.

She was trying her best to replace Mom. Something none of us asked for. She even carried around a journal with all her notes and appointments like Mom had.

I couldn’t wait until it came out that I was actually the one meant to be in charge. I pictured the expression on her face, and it brought me an immense amount of joy. It wasn’t that I hated her. I loved Karter. She was family. It was just that she was so unbearably smug about a title she’d just taken for herself that Mom had never wanted for her. She wasn’t even executor of the will—Dad was. There was nothing proving she deserved the role she’d assumed. But Karter was the sort of person who, once she’d decided to do something, pursued it relentlessly. Out of all the Behres left, she had the sharpest teeth. And she was the most willing to bite.

I gnawed on the inside of my cheek. Grinding my teeth along the flesh, trapping the smallest amount between them and pressing down. When the pain had calmed me enough to speak, I said to Dom, “You’ll have to change when you get in.”

Uniforms, Mom said, were the great equalizer. Kids didn’t have to worry about having the latest brand-name clothes, shoes, or accessories they couldn’t afford because they weren’t allowed. There was a set dress code. The uniforms at Behre Academy were given free of charge. A set of three summer and winter uniforms plus one accessory and a standard shoe.

This way, when we walked in, no one could tell us apart from the other students who attended based on need. The ones who weren’t living in mansions by the lake. It was our duty not to shove our wealth in their faces.

“I’ll go in the back,” Dom said. “I have anatomy first after homeroom anyway.”

“Anatomy? That’s a grade-twelve class.”

My brother shuffled in place. “Yeah, Mr. Balmer said I could take it if I do my grade-ten bio in the summer. It’s self-guided and super easy. All my bio classes are easy. That’s why he’s letting me do the anatomy. I like it. And he said that in grade eleven he can help me take the university-level exam so I can—whatever. I have anatomy.” He abruptly cut himself off, almost like he was embarrassed by everything he’d said.

I had no idea that Dom was doing so well in biology, and definitely didn’t know that he was passionate about anatomy of all things. “Okay…”

“Cool.” Dom veered away from me toward the southeast end of the building.

My hand reached out automatically and snapped onto his wrist.

He paused and stared at me.

My fingers shook. “I—just don’t leave the house without a uniform again. Okay? That’ll save you having to do any of this.” I paused before forcing myself to add, “Why don’t we go in together?”

“Afraid to have me out of your sight?”

Yes.

“No,” I said. “I just thought it would be nice.”

He looked down at where I was gripping his arm, then back up to my eyes.

I let go.

“I’ll be fine,” he said. “I’m supposed to meet Jer.”

I held my face still so I wouldn’t frown. Jer, aka Jeremy Lidell, was Dom’s best and only friend. He used to live a few blocks away from us, and the two of them had basically been besties since they were seven. He was a permanent fixture at our house until he and his dad moved a few years ago when their apartment complex renovated and raised the rent. They’d lived there since Jeremy was born and had spent the whole time being slowly but surely priced out as the neighborhood evolved. They’d been forced farther east between where we were and Mimico.

Jeremy was annoying, mostly, but all right. The real problem was that he’d also been in and out of juvie several times, which wasn’t exactly great for Dom’s public image.

“Do you think that’s a good idea?”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re not going to tell me who to hang out with. You’re not Mom.”

No. Mom was six feet under. He knew that. He’d been there when we buried her. It was the first time I’d seen him cry in years. He’d had more tears for Mom than his dead girlfriend. Though the latter hadn’t gotten any that I’d seen, so there wasn’t much competition.

I trapped the air that rose in my throat and swallowed it down. I didn’t need to huff a breath out. I was calm. I wasn’t going to try to physically shake intelligence into my brother.

Dom continued, “I’m not going to say anything to anyone. I already promised Paris and Dad that I wouldn’t. Jer already knows, so too late on him, but he won’t say anything either. There’s no one else I would tell.”

I swallowed and tried not to look worried. The strain squeezed at my neck like someone was gripping the back of it with meaty fingers. “I’m sure you won’t. You remember what you’re supposed to say, right?”

During the summer, we’d needed to continue attending public functions without our brother. It helped that he usually didn’t come anyway, but it wasn’t foolproof. Paris’s suggestion was to say that Dom was suffering with depression and had a mental breakdown under the pressure to perform in his schoolwork. When Paris announced this as the cover, Darren had left the room, Kiley going with him.

I remembered a time when we had to take all the knives out of the house. All the pills. Anything with a sharp edge. How Darren had to stay home because Mom and Dad were afraid to let him go out.

They told everyone he went on an artist retreat.

We never said the D-word.

But we could say it with Dom because it was a lie.

I thought of that rhyme, Secrets secrets are no fun, secrets secrets hurt someone. Everything was so much nicer in a nursery rhyme. But in reality, truth was a luxury. One that we, even with all our money, couldn’t afford.

Dom shrugged. “Yeah, whatever.” He didn’t wait for me to say anything else before he left.

I turned away from him so I didn’t shout that he was being an entitled brat. That the rest of us had swallowed the lie for the sake of the family, but he always thought he was an exception.

That was when I spotted a white woman standing near the hedge by the corner of the school, beckoning to me. She was wearing a black hoodie with the hood pulled up over her face and it was clearly several sizes too big for her. She kept looking around even as she tried to get me to come over.

Well, that was creepy. And of course, now I had to go deal with this.

I made my way over to her. “Ma’am, are you a parent? You need to check in with the office. Otherwise, you can’t be on school property.” I did carry a small amount of spare change for homeless people, and I dug out a toonie and offered it to her. “Did you want some change for coffee?” That was usually enough to get strangers off campus.

She refused the change, which was not at all how this usually went. Her eyes were a dull blue and her hair was hidden by the hood. “Do you know the Milk Man?” she said, her voice low and urgent.

It was too early for this shit. “Ma’am, you can’t be here. Would you like money for the streetcar or…?”

She grabbed my arm, and I stopped myself from jerking away, but the smile slid from my face. “Please, I need to know. I can’t tell you any more until I know what you know. You might be in danger, but I might be too if I say anything. The Milk Man wants ruination. He wants to spoil the milk. He—” The woman cut herself off abruptly. “I’m sorry… I don’t know if I can do this… I need to go.” She dropped my arm and ducked her head, rushing across the track field.

I could still feel her hand on my arm. It hadn’t been gentle.

I sighed but then perked up when I saw Destiny Mable, who I had history with last year. She was the most boring person I’d ever met and always seemed to have something stuck in her teeth that I was forced to helpfully tell her about, but I needed an easy win. I grinned at her. “Happy first day of school!”

She smiled back, and the tension in my neck finally let go.
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CHAPTER THREE

School was a delicate dance. A ballet. You had to be careful and there were a lot of things to balance as you moved. There were eyes watching your every bend and leap. And in my case, a lot of people in the audience hoping that I would fall.

I never did.

I was a master at it.

I could confidently remember the name of anyone in my grade, where they lived, and something about them. Ju-Eun lived in North York and had the longest commute to school; she liked golden retrievers. Lauren was from Jane and Finch; she wanted to be an elementary school teacher. Ian lived in a set of older apartment buildings in Mimico; their brother died last year.

It wasn’t interesting, but it was necessary.

When I entered the lunchroom, every face that turned to me had a smile, and I had a smile for them. The cafeteria was loud with the sounds of students collecting lunches and the staff banging pots and pans in the kitchens. The academy provided free hot lunch for every student every day, and some were sent home with leftovers after school too.

I collected my tray and stood in line to be served the vegetable lasagna with a side salad, milk, and a couple of oatmeal cookies. Scanning the space, I saw Dom in the corner with Jeremy, thankfully in uniform like he was supposed to be.

Next, I looked for a spot to sit. I never sat with the same people twice in the same week. I didn’t like what it said. That I was picking groups. And you couldn’t really be friendly with everyone if you had a group. Cliques were exclusionary by principle.

But I did like to start the week off strong, so I headed toward Craig’s table. The people who I guess would be my core friend group if I didn’t avoid having one.

Craig grinned when he saw me. His brown curls were perfectly arranged, and his skin had a golden sheen to it. Dewy, almost. Last year, he was a lot more normal-looking. But during the summer he’d suddenly discovered hair and facial products, courtesy of Darren off-loading a bunch of his old stuff onto him. Now all Craig’s socials were just thirst traps on different platforms. He had also discovered tanning, and now looked more racially ambiguous, and less like your run-of-the-mill white boy. Darren called it Blackfishing. Which seemed a little extreme to me. Lots of white people got tans. It wasn’t surprising to me that my boyfriend, who was sensitive to what people thought of him, wanted to improve his appearance. He liked to control how he was perceived. Though he was bad at it.

He scooted over, and I slipped into the seat beside him. He immediately wove our fingers together, and I smothered a sigh. How would I eat now?

I dealt with the inconvenience of only having one free hand and leaned over for the kiss I knew he would want.

There were five of us at the table: me, Craig, Mercy, Shyanne, and Duane. I felt the worst for Duane, who was a constant fifth wheel. More so because he had nursed a crush on Mercy for an entire year and hadn’t been smart enough to put together that the offhand comments she made about girls she thought were hot and constant reiterating of not being interested in guys meant she was a lesbian. He had weirdly thought the things she’d said were jokes. He’d also thought she and Shyanne were just really close friends for months before I finally, in what I thought was a generous show of compassion, clued him in to the fact that they were dating. Something they were so open about that he really had to be in active denial to miss it. It was his own fault, but when he broke down crying in the back room of a party, reeking of beer, had I told him that? No. I’d given him a hug and reassured him he would find someone someday.

And I was rewarded with him deciding to crush on me instead. Something Duane thought he hid well.

He didn’t.

Craig had noticed and now just barely tolerated the boy who had previously been his best friend. Shyanne and Mercy didn’t seem to like him much either, to be honest. Though they also sometimes seemed to not like Craig, too. But we all still hung out like this.

I was so over high school drama.

Craig had gotten a text and was staring down at his phone. I was tempted to peek before I realized that I truly didn’t care. Probably looking at memes.

“How was everyone’s summer?” I asked.

“Fine,” Shyanne said with a shrug. “Just chilled mostly.” She fingered the fresh cornrows on top of her otherwise shaved head. They were just long enough for her to pull the braids at the end into a tiny ponytail.

It was a shame because Shyanne was actually cool and seemed like she would have done something interesting. Now the conversation had stalled, and an awkwardness settled around the table.

I obviously wasn’t going to mention the Dom stuff. I also wasn’t going to talk about our family vacation to the Maldives. Partially because it was kind of shit. And partially because most of my peers had never been on a family vacation, period. I’d already preplanned to talk about going with the middles to that ice cream place that sold waffles shaped like dicks. It was just edgy enough for this particular group of friends to enjoy. And affordable, so as not to be isolating or too much of a reminder that I had money and they didn’t.

Next year, I would escape all of this.

I was an ambassador of the school. Of Mom’s legacy. And a future owner of the academy. It was important that I be liked. Important that I make friends with as many kids as possible and leave a positive impression on them.

But it was also exhausting.

Next year, I would be at university. I would still be a representative of my family, of course, but the visibility would be gone. I could turn the “sunny” dial down a little and try less. I had also assumed that I would be too busy working with Mom on our plans for me once I graduated to even have time for friends. And I didn’t care because I would have rather spent the time with Mom anyway. Though I wasn’t sure how that would work out anymore.

Mostly I was looking forward to the inevitable breakup with Craig. There was nothing wrong with him. I had liked him in the beginning. But that had waned, and now he just bored me. He wasn’t exactly exciting. He kept his nose clean. Potentially because both his brothers were in and out of trouble with the law. This school was his ticket to avoiding the same future, and he was doing well. I’d thought that was what I wanted. But it wasn’t. It was just what looked good given how I presented myself.

But if I broke up with him over something as inoffensive as losing interest, I would look like a bitch. Which was not helpful to my image. So I was stuck waiting for the relationship to play itself out. I envied my siblings. They got together with and broke up with whoever they wanted, whenever they wanted, for whatever reason they wanted. Darren had multiple ex-boyfriends he’d just gotten bored of. Kiley had both an ex-boyfriend and ex-girlfriend who she’d dumped because they picked bad restaurants for dates. And Karter had broken up with her last boyfriend because they were supposed to wear matching outfits to an event and he’d chosen the wrong shade of black.

“Hey,” Craig interjected. “Where is everyone applying? We’re going to do U of T.” He grasped our joined hands and smiled at me.

What. The. Fuck?

“I thought you were going to do McGill?” I pressed. Craig was supposed to go to school in Montreal next year, five hours away. He had the grades for it and schools loved accepting academy students. Otherwise, the University of British Columbia was the backup, which was even farther. There was no way our relationship could keep working at that distance. We could fade away amicably in a way that wouldn’t make me the villain.

But if he went to U of T, that wouldn’t happen.

The University of Toronto was where I was going. It was Mom and Dad’s alma mater, and we already had a separate house downtown where the middles and Karter lived so they wouldn’t have to commute to school from our lakeshore house. There was an empty room in the downtown house for me.

There was no we.

He shrugged. “I don’t even speak French.”

“You don’t need to speak French in Montreal. Besides that, you shouldn’t give up on your dreams.” I forced my voice to be light. Encouraging. Hopeful. I stomped down on the panic rising in my chest. “What about UBC?”

“They’re both far.” His smile had fallen some.

“We can make it work.”

“Don’t… don’t you want to go to school together?”

Shit. His voice had taken on an unsure quality that I had learned to identify as insecurity. I didn’t want to be consoling him right now. “Of course! I just didn’t want you to miss applying because you’re a little doubtful. You never know until you try.”

“If you both go to U of T, then we can still hang out,” Duane piped up.

Hanging out every day with the dude harboring a crush on me was the last thing I wanted to continue doing in university. I tilted my head and smiled at him. “I mean, we’re not all going there, are we?”

Mercy played with her braids. Hers, unlike Shyanne’s, covered her entire head and she’d made little space buns in the front with some of them. “We kind of have to, don’t we?”

“I thought you wanted to go to Queen’s.”

“I do. But, like, how would I get two and a half hours away to Kingston? Who’s going to pay for me to stay in residence? How will I get home during holidays? The scholarships we would be up for even with the academy’s edge won’t cover everything. I want to go to Queen’s, but it’s not possible.” Finally she mumbled under her breath, “We can’t just go to school wherever we want.”

“Right,” I said. “Sorry.” She was right, I knew that. But the way they’d all talked about their dream schools last year, I just assumed they were going to work something out. I shifted in my seat. So much for checking my privilege at the door. I could picture the way Mom would look at me if she’d heard this conversation, her eyes intense and her lips frowning.

Maybe I’d been thinking about this wrong. Maybe Mom hadn’t left anything for me because she’d changed her mind. Maybe I had done something that made her think I couldn’t take on the role after all.

Shyanne jumped to the rescue, always prepared to defuse even the slightest hint of conflict. “She didn’t mean it like that.”

“No, no, it’s okay. I appreciate her being up-front with me.” I smiled, but it was too tight and uncomfortable, so I had to relax it. Smile too hard and you just grimace. No one likes a grimace. “Duane is right. It’ll be fun to go to the same school.”

The others jumped in with ideas about what we would do at university. Craig even brought up that he and I could have the same major and go to our classes together.

I smiled and nodded along with everything.

I was fucked. I didn’t want to leave Toronto. But if we all went to U of T, this would never end.

This would be it. Exactly this moment. Over and over, for the rest of my life.

My eyes drifted over the cafeteria to land on Dom laughing with his friend.

Even when he was shackled with a criminal charge, he was still freer than me.
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CHAPTER FOUR

I’d been diligent about checking in on Dom. Not because Karter told me to—which was laughable—but because it was what Mom would have done. And for a month, everything had been fine.

Until today.

I watched the group of students who’d stayed after school to play basketball at the outdoor courts. It was fall now, but not cold enough that they couldn’t manage once they’d worked up a sweat. It was a scheduled activity, and the school provided the equipment that was now being put away.

The problem was that Dom was supposed to be here.

My eyes tracked over the court, darting between the people cleaning up, looking for my brother’s face. I’d found an excuse to stay after school in the library so I could check for him—watching his small form from the third floor. When I’d seen the game finishing, I’d come downstairs. Somewhere in between he’d disappeared.

I licked my lips and searched for Jeremy, heading straight toward him. I made my voice sweet and unconcerned, all while resisting the urge to ball my hands into fists. “Did Dom leave?” I asked. “He said he would be playing today. I figured we could head home together.”

Jeremy stared at me, a little grin on his face with his signature red headphones around his neck, dressed in a now sweat-soaked T-shirt and basketball shorts halfway down his bright orange underwear. He had the same shoulder-length locs that Dom used to have. His face said, “Since when do you two walk home together?” Then his mouth said, “You don’t have to do the high-pitched voice thing with me. I know what your actual voice sounds like.”

This was what I disliked the most about Jeremy. When we were younger, he’d developed a crush on me, which I had noticed too late. Apparently, I had a habit of attracting annoying boys. Anyway, he’d spent an ungodly amount of time watching me. And one day he came over to me and said, “How come you act different than you are?” I knew then that I’d made a mistake in not paying attention to him. But nothing had ever come of it. My family treated me the same. Even Dom. But being “sunny” with Jeremy was no longer possible. Still, habit always made me try.

“Where is he?” I said, keeping a pleasant expression on my face for any onlookers but not bothering with the sweet voice.

Jeremy shrugged, tucking his hands into his pockets. “I thought he went to take a leak, but he probably went to get snacks from the breakfast room. He usually does that on basketball days.” Jeremy raised his eyebrows at me in a way that was maybe supposed to be suggestive but was just comically awkward. “You should have just played ball with us; then he would have never left your sight. Or you could have—and this will be shocking—just asked him to text you so you could walk home together.”

I checked to see if anyone was watching before rolling my eyes at him, which in turn made him roll his eyes at me. “You’re not cute and you’re not funny,” I said.

Jeremy beamed. “I know you’re only lying because our love is forbidden. I could never do my boy like that. Sisters are off-limits.”

“Goodbye, Jeremy,” I droned, and turned to go back into the school.

Now I had to go to the breakfast club room to search for Dom.

The breakfast club was a program Mom was proud of. Had been proud of. Kids who couldn’t get a reliable breakfast at home—which was a lot of our students—could get a full meal as long as they came to school early. It was important to Mom that a Behre family member volunteered at least once a week. You went into the room, unlocked it, and helped get everything ready.

Dom and I were supposed to be trading off shifts, but he had skipped all of his, so I had been taking them.

But he still had a key to the room.

He wasn’t supposed to be casually grabbing food from there for his little friends, but of course the rules meant nothing to him.

Inside, the halls were abandoned. All the after-school activities had finished, and the only reason I was allowed to continue in the library was because I was a Behre. Mom didn’t approve of us using our privilege like that but I figured she would allow it given what I was doing.

I stepped into the second-floor hallway and paused. There was a sound. A scuffing noise. The auto lights were on where I was but dim in the other areas of the hall, making me feel strangely illuminated in the fluorescents. Singled out. Like a deer in headlights before the crash of glass, metal, and bodies.

Just as I was about to open my mouth to call for my brother, I shut it. I kept my lips pressed together in a frown. And then I crept toward the one hallway with its light on that I knew led to the breakfast club room. I pressed myself against the wall and tried not to feel ridiculous. What was I even doing? What did I think he was doing?

But I was committed now. I peeked around the corner and froze.

Goose pimples rose along my skin and pricked at the back of my neck. My teeth clenched together, and my jaw cracked and ached. Sweat broke out on my palms, and I gripped them into fists.

There, in the hallway, was a boy, lying on his back with his head toward me, and he wasn’t moving.

I could barely feel myself stepping forward.

My eyes were glued to his flesh.

And it was only when I got close that I could see the real damage.

Saying his throat was cut felt like a clear understatement. His throat was severed. It was butchered. It had been decimated. The cut was so deep that I could see through to a line of bone, slick with blood that was still oozing from the wound. It had a shine to it that was mesmerizing. And all the skin around it was so pale now. Washed out. Turning the deep ebony brown into an ashy version of itself. Soft and limp and empty. His eyes stared up at the ceiling. Unblinking and brown.

Eyes that I’d seen at lunch earlier.

And there was a scent. It was familiar in a way that I couldn’t place, something thick and sour that coated my tongue.

I threw up in my mouth, and it spilled onto my lips. I pressed my hands to my face to hold it in, trembling. I swallowed with a gasp, and my stomach roiled in protest.

When I looked up at the door to the breakfast room, Dom was standing there with blood on his hands, unmoving.

Sweat washed over my body and chilled in the same moment, casting a thin, cooling layer across my skin that made me shiver.

I needed to go.

I needed to run.

I needed to get away from him.

But I couldn’t push my body into action. Instead, a dry wheeze passed through my lips, tasting of sick.

“I didn’t do it,” Dom said finally, his lower lip trembling. Like a child who’d gotten in trouble, begging for forgiveness. “You have to believe me. I just… I found him, and I tried to help, and I just… I don’t know what to do.”

I had to move. I had to move. Move. Move. Move.

I remembered the forest. How I had felt so much smaller than I already was at seven. I kept calling for Mom. Only for Mom. My voice echoing off the trees, and it kept getting darker. I knew the hide-and-seek game was over, but I couldn’t find anyone. It was so dark and cold. Freezing. I was desperate to get warm. And then I saw a tent and crept toward it. The lady inside was still, and her blood coated my knees. But I’d had no choice. People could freeze to death. I’d seen it on TV. And I didn’t know where else to go.

Now I pressed my fingers against my mouth so hard that my nails dug into the softness of my cheeks, and I panted through them. Fighting the overwhelming urge to scream.

Then I remembered Mom. I remembered her arms around me. I’d cried so much at first, until I realized how much my pain was hurting everyone around me. That was when I put on a smile and pretended that I was okay. I remembered how strong Mom said I was later. How proud she was that I’d taken that horrible thing that happened to me and shoved it down, all for the sake of the family. So they wouldn’t feel bad about the way the game had gone. About losing me. So they wouldn’t worry. I put them first at my own expense. That made me strong. Stronger than anyone else in the family. Strong enough to lead.

And all at once, I calmed.

My breathing evened out, I pulled my hands away from my face, and I wiped the dregs of vomit off my lips. Quickly and quietly I gave my brother instructions.

I made him wipe the blood off on the inside of his pants where it could be hidden on the walk home. I would burn them later. I had him text Jeremy that he was going home with me so he wouldn’t be waiting around for us. We took the gloves from under the sink used for hygienic food prep, and we cleaned everywhere that my brother said he had touched.

And when we were done, I stared down at the boy.

I stared down at Duane.

My head felt like it was floating. Like I was watching this scene from underwater. My body moving without me.

And somehow through that haze, I noticed the piece of paper held loosely in Duane’s hand. I reached down and retrieved it. I felt the soft flesh of his palm. Smelled the scent of shit and decay as I got closer to him. And I tucked it all away in the back of my mind.

The note said:


Take your teddy and put him on your nose

Take your teddy and put him on your toes

Watch the teddy shake

Make the teddy cry

Let the teddy bleed

That’s how the teddy dies



“Sunny?” Dom whispered, and my neck snapped up and away from the note. And suddenly everything flooded back.

I was standing over a dead body. I was standing over the dead body of a boy I knew. Of a boy who liked me. Of a boy who my brother had almost definitely killed. And Dom was staring at me with that kicked puppy expression, his eyes wide and his cheeks tearstained.

I wanted to scream at him to stop making it worse. Couldn’t he see that I was trying to fix this? Didn’t he care that what he had done could destroy our already fragile family? Didn’t he know that Mom told me to take care of him, and I had apparently already spat in the face of her final wish?

I crushed the note in my gloved hands and, shaking, put it back under Duane’s fingers.

It took everything I had to grind out, “Let’s go home.”

As we left the school, I saw the woman again. That Milk Man freak. In her same hoodie. I stopped and swallowed as she stared at me and then at Dom. But before I could say anything, she turned and ran away.



I stared up at the ceiling in my bedroom, the lights off, covered in darkness. It had been hours since Dom and I got home. I’d taken his pants to the shed beside our house. Mercy had burst into giggles the first time she heard me say that. “You mean the second house?” I laughed along with her and corrected myself. Though I still called it a shed in my head.

The middles used it for their art projects because Mom was tired of messes in the house. I’d put the pants into one of the sinks, doused it with paint thinner, and set it aflame with the lighter Darren kept in a drawer with his weed that he didn’t think anyone knew about. But of course, we all did.

That was the thing about families. They knew even the things you wanted to keep secret.

But I had done my best to hold everything together. I’d made it through getting Dom home. He’d retreated to his room. I had dinner with Dad and Karter. I’d even done my homework. Though I hadn’t been able to bring myself to respond to Craig’s usual barrage of texts. I would save those for tomorrow.

And now here I was, finally alone.

I rolled over, stuffed my face into my pillow, and sobbed. Tears fell down my face and pooled onto the silk of my pillowcase. My body shook.

Duane was dead.

Dom had killed him.

What the fuck was I supposed to do now?

Anxiety crept up my body. It had wound between my toes and slinked up my ankles and thighs. Pressed itself against the soft small of my back. And it was sliding between my shoulder blades, making them shudder.

I jerked up and threw myself out of bed. I trudged into the bathroom, and the light flicked on automatically. I splashed water on my face. It wasn’t exactly smart because now I felt more awake than before.

Did Mom know this would happen? Is that why she’d left me that note?

I gripped the edges of the sink and tried to calm down.

Dom said he didn’t do it. Did I believe him? No. But Mom told me to take care of him. I couldn’t just do nothing. You always need a plan. And another plan for if that plan goes wrong. That was what she taught me.

And even if no one else knew it, Mom wanted me to lead this family. She would never just let this sit. She would fix it.

I exhaled hard and squeezed my eyes shut. On the back of my lids, I was looking into Duane’s empty eyes, and they mingled with the woman’s. That woman, sprawled out in that nasty tent that I’d found while lost in the woods on our first family camping trip. Karter said we should play hide-and-seek, and I hadn’t been smart enough to realize that she’d just wanted to ditch me. But I’d gone too far into the trees. I wasn’t familiar with the area like I was at the ranch. It got dark and cold, and I thought of that show I watched with the middles about people surviving in the wilderness. They always talked about how if you didn’t find warmth and shelter, you could die. There was nowhere else to go. So I’d crawled into the tent and sat beside her, and zipped us up to keep the cold out. I slept huddled into a ball. That was how they found me in the morning—lying next to a dead body.

Everyone thought I would fall apart. I’d wanted to. I had a bit, honestly. But then I saw my parents fight. Saw my siblings who were supposed to be watching me wracked with guilt, compounded by our parents blaming them too, and Karter most of all because she’d told me to hide but hadn’t done any seeking until it was too late. And I knew if everyone saw I was okay, it would stop. So I’d put a smile on my face and acted like everything was fine.

It worked. The fighting stopped. I still had nightmares until I was twelve, but as long as I pretended everything was fine, I could keep the peace in my family. I had helped them with nothing more than a smile.

Mom said that was the moment she realized that I was resilient. I had the motivation to prioritize the family over myself. That was what was needed to lead.

I tried to remember that as I stared at myself in the mirror.

I could shove it down. Just like everything else. Bury it and put on a smile instead.

I left the bathroom and headed to the mini fridge in the corner. Outside the balcony doors, the night was quiet. The cold of the fridge blasted me, and I scanned the shelves, noting that the pitcher of water was empty.

Right. Maisey and her team came in on Wednesdays. Tomorrow. They cleaned everything and did other stuff like replenish the drinks and snacks in my mini fridge.

I shut the door and sighed again, leaving my bedroom for the kitchen. Thankfully, I was only on the second floor, so it’s not like I had far to go. The hallway was silent. Darren and Kiley probably weren’t in their rooms. I paused before the stairs, looking down the hall where Dom slept.

Where a killer slept.

I continued downstairs. The kitchen was right at the foot of them, and as I turned the corner, the automatic lights flashed on.

Illuminating Dom, standing in the dark.

I slapped my hand over my mouth to stop from screaming.

He was wearing a pair of loose shorts and no shirt. Standing by the island with a glass of water in his hand that he wasn’t drinking.

“Sorry,” he said. “They went off.”

I wanted to ask why he was standing so perfectly still that the autos went off, but sucked the question in.

I forced out a laugh. “It’s okay, you just…”

“Scared you?” His voice was quiet, but his gaze was penetrating.

“Startled me.”

I moved past him to the cupboard, grabbing my own glass and pressing it to the fridge’s dispenser. Ice then water chugged into the cup, and I brought it to my lips.

“Sunny,” he whispered. “You believe me, don’t you?”

“Please don’t talk about it,” I said back, working hard to keep my tone even. I didn’t want to discuss this right now. I needed time to figure things out. I was still trying to get the image of Duane’s corpse out of my mind. “We’ll talk about it later.”

Footsteps padded on the stairs, and we both looked as Karter came down in a pair of silk purple pajamas. Without makeup, it was easy to see the dark smudges under her eyes. I guess she hadn’t planned to spend her junior year of university looking after the family. She was supposed to be in the UK on exchange, but that had been canceled once Mom passed.

“Why are you awake?” she snapped at us. “It’s a school night.”

Karter was pretending to be Mom without any of her bedside manner. It was clear to me now, especially given everything, that I needed to find what Mom was supposed to have left me. I needed to prove that if anyone was going to step into Mom’s shoes, it should be me.

Dom wordlessly put his still-full glass in the sink and walked away.

Karter’s eyes followed him and then settled back on mine. “How’s he doing?”

“Fine. Adjusting.” I didn’t need a smile to sell it. Just a pleasant quirk of my lips.

“You want an Ambien?”

Fuck, yes, I wanted one. “Sure. Thank you.”

This was a time when I was glad Karter wasn’t like Mom, who never would have casually given me an addictive sleep aid. Karter might not be a good leader, but she’d always been a good sister. Had brought me soup when I was sick and cuddled up to watch cartoons until Mom came home. She’d taken me to get birth control without our parents knowing and taught me how to use condoms. She showed me how to properly make a fist in case I needed to hit someone, though she assumed that I never would because I was me. I missed that Karter.

But she was gone now, just like Mom. It was like we’d all been on an island together, and Mom was at the center. But she’d broken away and left cracks in the foundations. Now all my siblings were drifting away too. And I kept trying to drag them back, but it wasn’t working.

Karter brought out the Ambien bottle from the pocket of her pants and handed it to me. I took it, staring. I looked up at her but didn’t ask how she knew to bring it downstairs. She answered my wordless question anyway. “You’re not the only one watching him.”

Clearly, she wasn’t watching close enough. Or she would have been the one to find him with a dead body instead of me.

I opened the bottle, popped the pill in my mouth, and drained my water glass.
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CHAPTER FIVE

I woke to screaming.

For a moment, all I did was lie in bed, halfway in a dream I couldn’t remember and halfway out, listening to Karter’s shrillest octave.

Normally I would have thought that she was being an inconsiderate bitch because some of us were sleeping. Something that I would never say to her face. Not unless I wanted to be on the receiving end of years of boxing classes. But today of all days, I suspected that her behavior was warranted. And still, I didn’t move, hoping somehow that it wasn’t what I thought it would be.

I crawled out of bed, tore off my silk bonnet, grabbed my phone, and went into the hallway. At the bottom of the stairs, Karter was shrieking into her phone.

“What’s happening?” I asked, walking to the living room.

She paused to glare at me and pointed to the phone as if to say, “Quiet, can’t you see I’m on the phone?” Like she hadn’t just been screaming at the top of her lungs.

I spotted Dad on the couch, lying with his arm over his face. He looked hollowed out. Like everything inside him had been scooped dry and laid at his feet.

I put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” I asked, instead of “What the fuck is happening?”

He moved his arm from his face and smiled wearily. “Sunny,” he said, reaching out for me, and I joined him on the couch, snuggling underneath his armpit like I did when I was little.

This was what Dad was good for. Comforting. Sometimes him to you. But mostly you to him. I liked it anyway. He needed me. He needed all of us.

“How can I help?” I asked.

“Can you unmake a dead body?”

I stiffened against him. There it was. Exactly what I’d been hoping against.

After a moment, I figured that I should say something, and muttered, “What?”


OEBPS/e9781665903547/fonts/JosefinSans-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903547/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903547/fonts/JosefinSans-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903547/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903547/fonts/JosefinSans-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903547/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903547/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Author Note


		Prologue


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Chapter Thirty-Five


		Chapter Thirty-Six


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Simon & Schuster Front Sign-up Page


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Author’s Note


		Prologue


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		Book Recommendations


		About the Author


		Simon & Schuster Back Sign-up Page


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410








OEBPS/e9781665903547/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665903547/images/9781665903547.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665903547/images/title.jpg
LISELLE SAMBURY

MARGARET K. MCELDERRY BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781665903547/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903547/fonts/JosefinSans-Regular.ttf


