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	THE LOST NIGHT

	 

	Megan Maguire

	 

	 


 

	Departure

	 

	I hear the crack first. Then utter fear and desperation course through my mind. A fall through the ice in the dead of night is nearly unsurvivable. Most people go into instant shock. Me? I’m not so lucky.

	I look up for Jake, but see only the moon shrinking to a white dot in my central vision. This is how it begins before everything turns dark, before a swallow of gelid water closes my throat, and the strong pull of the river’s current consumes me faster than my terror.

	This is how it always begins.

	“Dylan!” The rough stretch of ice overhead deadens Jake’s frantic voice. “Fight it, Dylan! Fight it!”

	Disoriented, my arms and legs whip side to side like a child’s doll tossed about by a savage dog. When my lungs burn for air and my muscles constrict and shake, I know it’s time—no need to fight imminent death.

	Besides, this is a better ending to the story. Better me than him.

	Jake lives.

	I die.

	 

	Lights out.

	 


 

	1

	 

	My heart continues to thrash even after the river kills me. It squeezes partway through my ribcage before I wake up clutching at my chest to push it back inside.

	“Fuck.” I gasp for air. “Not again.”

	Dreams of drowning happen too often. Sometimes I pound the ice to break free, other times I hide my face in my hands and laugh with delight that it’s finally over. Either way, I don’t know what it’s like to drown. I wasn’t the one in the water that night. But I imagine some of my dreams are similar to what my brother experienced. The ones where I panic and scream for help, not the dreams where I relax after hearing his voice and allow the water to defeat me.

	When I can’t get back to sleep, I kick off the covers and drive to the river, checking to see if Jake’s somehow still alive. It’s my way of dealing with the trauma. I end up on the riverbank at least once a week, a beer in hand to ease the heartache, tears frozen on my cheeks. Some nights I can’t stop thinking about what he saw, what he felt, what he heard … he must’ve been terrified.

	The river should’ve snatched me, not my kid brother, but there is no option for a do-over. And moving forward in a dead city like Northland seems impossible. My goal tonight is to stand on the river’s edge long enough to die of exposure. Or find a weak spot on the ice and make a wish for the water to take me. After a year of pain, tonight may be the night of my final sleep.

	My friends are tired of me carrying on like a miserable prick anyway.

	I take a final swig of beer and fling the empty bottle onto the ice. Headlights catch the landscape and ignite the breaking glass.

	“Typical,” I whisper, pulling my winter hat down over my ears.

	Sean—my best friend, roommate, and loyal sidekick—revs his car engine in the parking lot behind me. In a stony mood, I raise my middle finger at him to get lost.

	His car door swings open, only for a sappy song that follows me everywhere to be heard playing on his stereo. “A Long December.” Music of my parents’ generation, not mine. I should remind him it’s February, and December feels like ages ago.

	“You’re not a Gen-Xer, Sean,” I call out to him. “Turn it off!”

	He curses on his way to the riverbank, his coat zipped up tight under his neck, boots cutting into the snow.

	“You here to make sure I don’t do anything stupid, like tempt fate by jumping up and down on the ice a few times?” My voice is dry and sedate like I’m half-asleep.

	He takes a beer from my six-pack and walks over to the bank, shifting his gaze between the ice and me. He raises the bottle toward the mouth of the river, about to speak, but then stuffs one hand in his coat pocket and drinks instead.

	The winter chill gets to him, gets to most Northlanders. Regardless of growing up with biting temps seven months of the year, regardless of the lake-effect snow and lack of sunlight. Regardless. With the city located on the eastern shore of Lake Chert, and Canada bordering us to the north, we should be hardened by it by now. Still, it gets to us.

	Sean hides the beer behind his back as a cop’s SUV passes by the parking lot. “That better be Eddie, otherwise—”

	“Otherwise, nothing.” I smack the bottom of a fresh pack of cigarettes. Then peel away the cellophane. “Whoever it is, they’re not gonna see us this far down from the lot.”

	“How about our tire tracks? My car? Your truck? They’ll see us, Dylan.” He pulls his shoulders close to his body, clenching his coat collar tight. It’s a self-protective shift that starts whenever he sees a cop. “How long you gonna keep torturing yourself by coming down here?” he asks.

	I wait for the SUV to drive off before flicking my lighter. “Damn thing.” I shake it and try again. “You should smoke, Sean. It’ll take the edge off.”

	“I’m not uptight. I’m freezing my nads.”

	The cold temperature tonight isn’t bothering me like it is him. It’s easier to shake than the image of Jake out on the ice, easier to shake than the sound of ice cracking under his boots. I hear it now, gnawing at my eardrums. It’s the same nuisance an older man suffering from tinnitus endures.

	“Finally.” I get a flame and inhale a drag, then wave the cigarette at him. “You don’t always have to save me.”

	“Yeah, I do.” He roughs out a half-circle in the crisp snow with his boot. “Checked Heather’s first, just in case. Knew you’d be one place or the other.”

	Her name latches onto my tongue like a blood-sucking leech drawing its dinner, making it impossible to string words together. A once favorite name is now a nightmare.

	I release a long trail of smoke toward the night sky with the hope that the image of Heather fades away with it. If it’s not Jake in my head, it’s her. If not her, it’s Jake.

	One night.

	Two dead.

	I walk closer to the river. The ice is chunky, unlike the black ice that was here the night Jake died.

	“Don’t go out there,” Sean warns.

	Black ice is a rare occurrence in Northland, dangerous because it’s thin. Lake Chert is where it usually forms, but only when the prevailing westerlies sleep and the whitecaps settle. The glassy appearance summons kids to skate, even if the dark color warns of the depth of the water.

	“Dylan, I’m serious. Step back.”

	River ice is different, opaque. Surface currents form jagged ice peaks, hauntingly reminiscent of broken gravestones. You can’t tell where a person is when they’re swept underneath.

	“I’m not leaving you here alone.” He takes out his cell. “I’ll call Riley to meet us at the bar. She can bring a friend.”

	“Nah, I’m good. You go.”

	“Did you hear me?” He looks up. “I said I’m not leaving you here alone. Pull yourself together and let’s head to the bar.”

	“No.”

	“Dylan, yes,” he insists. “I’ll buy tonight.”

	A smugness falls over him. He jokes about picking up the tab at Marzley’s Bar. Family-owned since the ’60s, now run by my dad, Sean and I will never have to pay for a drink.

	I tap my cigarette and watch the ashes die out in the snow. “My dreams have kept me awake for a year. Wretched things. I need to get some sleep.”

	He shakes his head. “You’ve been asleep for a year. It’s time to wake up.” He picks up the six-pack and power walks to his car. “You want Riley to bring a friend, or not?” he calls back.

	“Nope.”

	“Suit yourself.” He reaches for the door handle, stopping short to stalk me. I hold up my smoke to let him know I’ll follow once I’m finished, and as predictable as Sean is, he leans against the car and waits.

	“Go.” I wave him on.

	“Dylan, get away from the river.”

	“I’m fine, go on without me.”

	I feel like I’ve fallen into a bottomless lake, forever sinking, smothered by the pressure of the water. I see shapes and shadows, but no distinct faces other than Heather and Jake’s. Reality is gone. Forever.

	My brother was eighteen when he died, just a kid. My parents tell people his death was a tragic accident. That we were being typical boys out on the ice and got into trouble. “An accident,” they say. They emphasize that it wasn’t my fault, and I did everything I could to save Jake.

	I wish that were true.

	Jake shouldn’t have died. He shouldn’t have been at the party, and I shouldn’t have taken him to the river afterward.

	One second he was with me on the ice, helping clean up the mess, apologizing for the trouble he’d caused, a second later he was gone. Two seconds is all I needed to turn and grab his hand. Two seconds wasted lighting a cigarette.

	Two seconds.

	One puff.

	Gone.

	What I told my parents about that night was a lie. They’d be devastated if they found out the real reason Jake was out on the ice. It was all my fault.

	My fault.

	I flick my cigarette onto the wicked river before marching to my truck, head down, hands balled in my pockets.

	Jake’s not my only burden.

	Heather is still a mystery, her death a crushing blow that left me staggered. A junior in college, my first long-term girlfriend, my first love.

	She died the same night as Jake, but she wasn’t with us at the river. She didn’t know he fell through. She wasn’t part of any of it. All that remains of her is a suicide note her parents won’t let me read. She left it on the kitchen counter before she hanged herself from the old maple tree in front of her parents’ luxury Roosevelt Park home. Next to her dad’s shiny new Lexus, straight above her mom’s Valentine’s Day laser projector that cast red and white sparkling hearts onto her lifeless body. Not a note for her weedy, spineless father, or a note for her spiteful, snobbish mother. It was meant for me.

	 “About time.” Sean blows into his cupped hands. “You numb yet?” he asks.

	“Just a little.”

	He rolls his eyes. “Whatever.”

	I glance at him while unlocking my truck. He thinks I need to wake up, that I’ve been asleep for a year. What he doesn’t understand, what no one understands, is that my waking life is a living hell, darker than my dreams of drowning.

	 


 

	2

	 

	Marzley’s Bar is dark and hushed like a theater, the best place for my massive headache to settle. My dad keeps the lights down low so customers can’t see the grimy floor I often forget to mop when it’s my night to close. And although the darkness doesn’t keep boots from sticking to the tacky residue, the dimness does seem to soften flawed faces—a common trait of Northlanders due to all the assaults and violence in the city. Everyone has a mark. Everyone has a story. Like the scar above my left eyebrow—a pipe fight over a stolen dirt bike when I was a kid. And the mark on Sean’s chin from a steel-tipped umbrella—a one-sided attack after he tried to pick up a woman’s wallet that fell out of her pocket. She thought he was filching it. He thought he was helping her out. Go figure.

	“A pitcher and two mugs,” Sean calls out to our bartender, Tim. He holds up two fingers, then remembers Riley’s coming and adds a third. “I almost forgot about her,” he says.

	He removes his trapper hat, patting his short hair into place, a reminder of last weekend’s shenanigans when we went on an afternoon drinking binge and decided to get matching cuts. An idea that sounds good only when drunk.

	We both have black hair, but he wears the cut better. The short sides disappear into his carob-colored skin and emphasize his boyish face. My straight hair looks sinister by comparison. Set against my pale skin, prominent brow, and square face, I appear slightly vampirish after I shower and slick it back. It’s best to wear it in a messy fringe over my forehead to hide my widow’s peak.

	“Not too crowded yet,” Sean says.

	I nod and look around. Our bar is small, in a corner building that used to be a neighborhood grocery back when Mom & Pop stores ruled, back when the steel plant was open, and people in this city made a decent living. My granddad opened the bar with money he’d saved from working as a foreman at the plant, a significant investment for an uneducated Polish guy, something to be proud of. I’m next in line to take over the business, co-owner for now, working under my dad and doing whatever he asks. Like tending bar, placing orders, training staff, even cleaning up urine in the bathrooms. Lowly jobs I’d never complain about. Not when the liquor is free and working nights has mostly kept me out of trouble.

	Sean taps the table to get my attention, nodding toward a college-aged girl walking through the front door. She hurries past us and claims a stool at the bar, glancing back to check out the room before ordering a drink.

	“Drop-dead gorgeous.” Sean’s amped-up voice is level for once. “Go talk to her.”

	“She just walked in. How eager do you want me to look?”

	“Pitcher’s up.” Tim raps the bar.

	Sean stands, sharing a mischievous wink. “I’ll invite her over.”

	“Don’t, Sean. I’m warning you. Don’t say a word to her.”

	“Sorry, I can’t hear you.” He puts his hands over his ears and heads for the bar.

	My rock this year, Sean insists I keep my eyes open for a new girl, claiming that sleeping around is the cure for the blues.

	I’ve tried it, and he’s wrong.

	Since I got back in the game, women have done nothing but cause me to resent them for putting out so easily. Finding someone even remotely exciting and respectable seems unlikely, especially after Heather.

	She was a good girl. Good in the sense that it was a week before our lips met, another before I was allowed to touch her small breasts, and a month before my hand had permission to unzip her jeans. She made me wait forever and a day to feel her body in rhythm with mine. But it was better that way. When we finally fucked, we were in love. Makes me wonder if good girls are anomalies, women at the bar and the ones Sean hooks me up with are all misses and no hits. Shallow and dull.

	“I know what you’re thinking.” Sean sets the pitcher and mugs on the table. “Mulling over the past shouldn’t stop you from talking to that girl.” He tips a mug toward the bar before he pours himself a drink. “I didn’t say a word to her. She’s all yours.”

	I look up and see the girl’s face reflected in the mirror behind the bar. Alabaster skin as ghost white as my own, accentuated by chestnut brown hair with copper highlights, hangs straight and long down her back. Her lips are slightly open in a sensual way, the top one thin, the bottom one full and pouty.

	“All right.” I check my watch. “Three minutes have passed, long enough not to seem too desperate.” I take off my hat and finger-comb my hair forward. Sean reaches across the table to muss it up. “Knock it off.” I slap his hand away.

	He smiles. “You did want a girl tonight.”

	“Not one of Riley’s friends. They show up here and want to go straight to bed.”

	“Tough problem to have, Dylan.” He takes a swig of beer and leans back in his chair. “Star quarterback in high school, devoted to working out every afternoon, no beer gut, got your own house … soon-to-be owner of this place.” He gives me the once-over. “Tall, dark, muscular.”

	“Handsome,” I add, rubbing my scar. “Kind of.”

	“Yeah, we’ll pass on that one.” He puts his hands behind his head and tilts the chair back. “Women in here couldn’t care less you’re using them. At twenty-two, you better live it up before it becomes permanently limp.”

	I pick a piece of lint off my black flannel shirt. “At twenty-two, I’m too old to be screwing gullible women to ease my pain.”

	“Whatever, man. That sounds like advice your mom would give you.”

	“That’s because she raised me right.”

	The front legs of his chair hit the floor. He moves closer to the table. “Is that so? Was your mom the one who taught you the proper way to dispose of a body?”

	I lean in and whisper, “Shut it, Sean. Not in the bar.”

	“Just sayin’, you’re no angel.”

	The girl looks over her shoulder. She scans the small crowd of Friday-night regulars, forming a nervous smile when she sees us eyeballing her from across the room. I sit taller and pull my shoulders back.

	“Jackpot,” Sean whispers.

	Taking her smile as an invitation, I unwind my scarf and drape it over the back of my chair. “Be back in a sec. Or not.”

	“Good luck. Don’t say anything stupid, like your mom raised you right.” His laughter trails me across the room.

	I roll my shirt sleeves to show off my forearms. They’re not Popeye-sized, but larger than most.

	“Hi,” I say. She turns away as if my greeting was intended for someone else. “I said, hi.”

	Annoyed a little, she drums her fingers on the bar while eyeing me in the mirror. I hold steady. She arches a brow with effort.

	“Not interested,” she says, her voice set flat.

	“In what?” I step closer.

	The barstool spins and she thrusts her palms into my chest, shoving me back. Message sent loud and clear: don’t invade her space.

	“Hey. I didn’t mean to—”

	She cuts me off, thumbing toward the empty chair across from Sean, directing me back to the table.

	“Okay. All right.” I lift my hands, stepping away. “This is my bar, by the way. Being friendly to new customers isn’t a crime.”

	I grumble as I walk back to the table.

	“She’s not listening,” Sean says. “What happened?”

	“She told me to get lost.”

	“Forget her then. Look for someone else before Riley gets here. She hates it when you’re the third wheel on our date nights.”

	“If I’m such a burden, I can hang with my dad in the office.”

	“Don’t take offense. Riley’s the one bothered by your constant negativity, not me. I’m the one stuck in the middle of you two. I can’t leave you alone, and I can’t spend a Friday night without her.”

	Sean and Riley. They’ve had an on-off relationship for years. More bedmates than lovers, they hook up whenever Sean thinks he’s hit a dry spell, which to him is every weekend. And like most women who frequent the bar, Riley doesn’t mind being his bed buddy. The promise of free booze and screwing Sean is plenty for her to show her face tonight—or any night.

	“When’s she coming?” I ask.

	“Now. She should be here already.”

	Riley and I get along well enough, but her endless gab about Sean’s legendary moves in the sack can be tiresome. It’s bad enough Sean and I share a house with walls so thin I have to cover my head with a pillow when the moaning starts in his room, I don’t need to overhear the exaggerated details from her on top of that. And if she gets sloshed tonight, her touchy-feely side will drive me nuts. Like the pawing at my leg while going on about how much she misses Heather. It’s tough. Nothing is more depressing than talking about my dead girlfriend when I’m drunk.

	“See anyone else?” Sean asks.

	I browse the room. “No one I care to talk to or haven’t already been with.”

	“Not going back for seconds?”

	I shake my head, spotting Ms. Not-Interested peering at me from the bar, making me question if she’s really playing Ms. Hard-To-Get. She hasn’t taken off her black leather gloves or burgundy peacoat, clutching the collar as she drinks. People who are tense and never remove their coats are usually planning to drink and dash. Only I can’t imagine this girl is that type. By her tasteful makeup and clothes, she must have money.

	Then again, the ones with innocent faces and expensive clothing can be the most deceptive.

	I whistle to get Tim’s attention, rubbing my thumb and index finger together in a classic money anticipation gesture. My dad and I use it to signal our staff when we have our eye on a customer. Right away, he picks up that I’m questioning the girl in front of him. He nods that she’s cool, reassuring me by pocketing her tip and wiping down the counter in front of her. He tries to make small talk, but she rejects him with a rapid spin on the barstool. I smile when she faces me. She spins back.

	“I gotta find out what’s up with this one,” I say to Sean. “Need anything while I’m at the bar?”

	He points behind me when I stand. “Watch out—”

	A guy built like a rock pushes past and heads straight for the bar. Pungent cologne lingers in the air behind him. He stops a foot behind the girl and stares at the back of her head.

	“That’s why you struck out with her.” Sean raises his mug toward them. “I thought you might be losing your game, but I guess she was waiting for that chump.”

	“Nah, there’s something fishy going on. She’s been on guard since she came in. And look at that guy; he hasn’t said hello or done anything to let her know he’s here.”

	The girl sees his reflection in the mirror and spins around. She smacks his face—far more aggressive than she was with me—then attacks again by ramming her fist into his chest.

	“Step back, or I’m calling the cops,” she warns.

	She’s lifted off the barstool and hustled toward the door. I try to step in, but the guy elbows my side, knocking me into our table. My mug tumbles and shatters on the floor, silencing the bar.

	“Let go of me!”

	My pulse erupts, seeing the look of alarm on the girl’s face. The guy tightens his hold and forces her out the front door.

	“He’s not getting away with this.” I chase after him, Sean a step behind. Then more footfalls follow us outside.

	“I got this.” Sean forges past in his boots with the grippy treads, having better traction than I do in my wingtip dress boots. He manages to land on the guy’s back, bringing him down in a heap.

	“Get off.” The guy’s face reddens like a plum. “Get off!”

	They wrestle on the sidewalk, ending up in a snowdrift in front of the building.

	I slide on the icy sidewalk a few feet past them, coming hip to hip with the mystery girl. My touch draws her gaze away from the fight. She looks over my head into the night sky, the corner streetlight igniting her freckled, heart-shaped face. Snowflakes melt on her long eyelashes, and the light reveals something I hadn’t noticed in the dark bar—bi-colored eyes. One hazel. One brown. Framed by full brows and a small nose, she’s stunning.

	“You all right?” I ask, my guttural voice turning tender. “Let’s get out of the cold—” She shrinks away when I touch her shoulder, launching into a wobbly escape. “Hey, you need a lift home? My friend Riley can give you a ride if you want a woman to drive you.” She walks faster. “Wait, slow down.”

	I track her distorted reflection in the sidewalk’s slick ice, watching her shadow move farther ahead until the flashing neon sign of Big Daddy’s Pizzeria is all that remains at my feet. With her hands out at her sides like a penguin, she rounds the corner of the next block and disappears into the vastness of the city.

	I turn back and see Sean with his arms crossed, keeping watch over the guy, the onlookers heading back inside. When a fight’s over in the city, there’s no need to hang around for the aftermath unless you can handle the agony of frozen fingers and toes.

	I make it back to Sean’s side and pat the snow off his shoulders. He points out the unintentional snow angel his flailing body left in the drift, just as the constant Northland wind kicks up a storm of flurries and morphs the outline of the angel into a pitchfork. We were raised Catholic, but not an ounce of God stuck with us once we became teenagers. Between the cursing, screwing, and kicking ass, I guarantee God’s not a fan. The devil’s pitchfork lingers in victory.

	“Did he get a swing in?” I ask.

	“You kidding me? Of course not, this guy’s nothing but a sloth.”

	“Sloth?” The guy slides out of the drift, unable to push off the ground, cradling an injured wrist. “I’ll kill you for sayin’ that.”

	“You that testy?” I ask him. He tries again to stand, getting a surprise kick in the chest from me, sending him back into the drift. “What’s your problem?” I crouch next to him. “Why’d you get so rough with that girl? Did she dump you for being such a frickin’ scrubb?”

	“The hell you care?” he asks.

	“I care what happens inside my bar. Care enough to tell you what you can expect if you mess with anyone in there again.” I take out my knife, catapulting the blade out. “Hear that?” I do it again. “Does that thwack make you feel all warm and fuzzy inside? Or does it make you think twice about coming around my neighborhood?”

	“Warm and fuzzy.” He smirks. “Now move back so I can get up. My ass is numb.”

	“Need a little warmth?” Sean snickers, unzipping his jeans to piss on the guy’s leg.

	“What the hell?” He gets on all fours, trying to move out of Sean’s stream, but slips and lands flat on his chest. With a groan, he turns on his back, flaring his nostrils at him. “Filthy ghetto trash.”

	“What?” I wrap my hands around his neck to strangle his words. “Ghetto trash?”

	Sean zips up, and we drag the beast down the alley between the bar and pizzeria. I bash the guy’s shoulder into the brick wall once we’re away from the street. He loses his footing and topples to the ground, giving me a chance to straddle his waist.

	“Yanking a girl out of my bar is one thing, but calling my friend ghetto trash is another.”

	I start throwing punches. I’m angry, cold, and sober. Plus Sean’s piss on the guy’s pant leg is seeping through my jeans. It’s a suck-ass night so far.

	The guy gives me a hollow little laugh as if he’s enjoying this.

	“Keep taunting me, and I’ll keep swinging,” I warn.

	Growing up on the streets of Northland, this is all I know. Drinking at our bar, fistfights, complaining about the weather, working shit jobs for corrupt cops, all while protecting women and friends from morons like this.

	This is Northland. This is me.

	I grip the collar of the guy’s leather jacket. “If I had to count the number of times some schmuck came down on us for being poor.” I hit him continually.

	Sean shifts out of the corner of my eye. It’s unlike him to step away when we’re in the middle of a fight. I cock my head, fist raised, ready to throw another punch when a Chevy Tahoe stops at the end of the alleyway and flashes its lights. Looks like the same SUV that passed us at the river.

	“It’s a cop. Get up,” Sean says. “Get off him before we get arrested.”

	The driver’s-side door opens and slams shut, a distraction that gives the guy on the ground a chance to get even. With a blow to my jaw, I drop back and land in the snow.

	A flashlight shines on the scene, circling all around before it stops on Sean’s face. “Put your hands where I can see ’em.” A thick voice echoes through the alley. “Now!”

	“He wasn’t doing anything!” I shout.

	I stretch out in the snow, eyes closed, imagining that Sean’s obeying orders, raising his hands into the black night. The sound of snow crunching under the cop’s boots grows louder until he’s standing next to me. A flashlight shines in my eyes. A boot nudges my side.

	“Dylan.” He nudges me harder. “Get the fuck up and get me a beer before I haul your ass down to the station.”

	 


 

	3

	 

	Officer Eddie Dorazio lowers his baton to help me up. Not his hand, always the baton. Seems like every other week he’s looking down at me when I’m at my worst.

	I snub his offer and stand on my own, fishing in my pocket for the bar keys to unlock the alley-side door. He’s not here because of the fight; he’s here to see my dad. Best friends since they were kids, same as Sean and me.

	“When you gonna get over it?” Eddie slaps my back on his way inside, the remark aimed at my never-ending grimace whenever he’s around. I’ve been cross with him for months. “Hey.” He lifts my chin with his baton. “Let it go.”

	“I can’t. And I won’t.”

	He’s read Heather’s suicide note. He was the first cop on the scene the morning she was found. He was there with her parents, pretending to be sympathetic before the homicide squad arrived. And for some reason he won’t tell me what she wrote. How can I let that go?

	“Dylan, it’s unethical,” he says.

	“Unethical?” I push the baton away.

	“Sorry, too big a word for you? It’s wrong. You get it?”

	Sean steps forward. “So Eddie, what’s drinking on the job and ignoring a fistfight in the alley? That’s ethical?”

	“Back off.” Ed points the baton at Sean. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you two if you keep pulling that stink face it will get stuck like that?” His stubby fingers reach out and force the corners of my mouth upward into a strained smile. “That’s better. I miss your gap-toothed grin.”

	The space between my front teeth is minor; it’s not a gap, barely noticeable.

	“I got a job for you guys,” he says.

	I wrench away, bothered by his thumb pressed into my aching jaw where I just got punched. “No more jobs. You still owe me for the last one and the one before that. I’m not ratting out drug dealing street kids for nothing. I’m not your snitch anymore.”

	His misaligned gray eyes open wide, one directed at me, the other at Sean. I’d love to deck him, but I know better than to hit a bloodthirsty street cop, or a guy who’s my dad’s best friend.

	“Where’s your partner, Ed?” I look down the alley. “You kill him?”

	“Kevin’s sick. And we’re even with the jobs. I paid you and Sean for—”

	“How can you keep asking me to be your snitch when you don’t keep your end of the deal? I don’t want money.” My voice is at full throttle. “I wanna know what Heather wrote. And I don’t wanna end up with a bullet in my head for being your tool on the streets. It’s not my job!”

	“Since when?”

	“I’m not a narc. You promised to—”

	“I can’t tell you about the note, now drop it.”

	“How would anyone know?”

	“I would know.” He taps his chest in defense. “Me. I would.”

	“Dylan,” Sean cuts in. “The guy’s taking off.”

	Ed looks toward the street, the giant mole on the side of his nose lit by the light over the alley-side door.

	“Dylan,” Sean repeats.

	“I don’t care about that guy anymore. I only care about Heather.”

	“That kid okay?” Ed asks with feigned interest.

	“He’s fine,” Sean says. “Bloody nose and lip, maybe a fractured wrist. Better than most.”

	Ed sticks his baton in his utility belt and reaches for the door. “Stay outta trouble for the rest of the night. And get some sleep, Dylan. You’re lookin’ paler than usual.”

	I turn to Sean once Ed’s inside. “You better get inside, too. Riley must be here by now. Bet she thinks you stood her up.”

	“You coming?” he asks.

	“No, I need a smoke.”

	He blows on his hands and rubs them together to keep warm. Miniature clouds form with each mighty puff. “I’ll wait for you.”

	“Go inside, Sean.”

	“I’ll wait.”

	He knocks snow off the bottom of his boots, tilts his head and cracks his neck, fidgets, then jumps up and down.

	“Sean.”

	He warms his hands again while twisting back and forth.

	“Would you go inside?”

	“As soon as I leave you’ll be pacing and talking to yourself. I’ll stay and help you work out whatever mess is inside your head.”

	“I’m just having a smoke.”

	He knows I’m lying. My cigarettes are in my coat pocket, and I left my coat inside the bar. What I need more than a smoke is to clear my head of Heather before I start drinking.

	“Seeing Eddie always puts you in a funk,” he says.

	“Exactly why I need to be alone.” I hold the side door open, but he takes the long way instead, trudging up the alley with his hands in his pockets.

	“If you’re not inside in five, I’m sending Riley out to get you,” he says. “I mean it. I’ll send her out here. She’ll toss you over her shoulder and carry you inside,” he hollers. “You hear me?”

	“I hear you,” I whisper, resting alongside the building. The coldness of the bricks penetrates my flannel shirt and works its way into my bones. I roll my sleeves down, then set my forehead to the wall.

	Sean’s right, Ed stirs painful memories and puts me in a funk.

	I trace the bricks, drained by my pent-up anger over losing Jake and Heather. My muscles ache and my head throbs. Moving from this spot seems like agonizing work. The cold weather must send endorphins into hibernation, causing depression—another reason why I miss Heather. She was my endorphin. Her hands were warm even in the dead of winter. She’d grip my hips when she wanted a kiss, and slipped her fingers under my shirt when she was feeling frisky. I was on fire by the time we made it to my bed each night. The complete opposite of how frozen my body and mind feel without her now.

	I rub my eyes with my thumb and forefinger. Think, Dylan. Go over it again, one more time. What did Heather say?

	Our last kiss was no different than the thousands of other kisses we had shared. It makes no sense that she left me. I must be forgetting something. Something she said, a look, a hint. Any inkling as to why this happened.

	Was she upset? Did I do something wrong?

	A lighter flicks at the end of the alley, close to the street behind the bar. The glowing tip of a cigarette zigzags alongside an approaching silhouette of a man. I know who it is by the smell of his cheap cologne. This guy is still out searching for that girl.

	“Next time you hit me, I won’t think twice about slitting your throat,” he says, ramming my shoulder.

	My blade springs out. “Who’s slitting whose throat? You’re the one who crossed a line, dragging that girl out of my bar. I don’t know what’s up with you and her, but take it somewhere else.”

	“I’ll do whatever I want to her, wherever I want, and that includes your ghetto bar!” He pushes me back. My head hits the wall, causing my vision to spin.

	“Lay off.” I rub the back of my head.

	“She stole my car and I want it back.”

	“If she stole your car, why’d she take off on foot?”

	He wipes the blood trickling from his nose with his jacket sleeve, then examines his wrist, twisting it in front of me like he wants an apology.

	Nice try.

	“Dylan?” Riley’s shrill voice shakes the alley. “Dylan. Where are you?”

	“Riley, get outta here!”

	I’m not about to back down just because of her. This fight isn’t playtime, and she knows what to expect in these situations. A gutsy girl from a crime-ridden neighborhood, she can hold her own. I’ve seen her smack a guy for reaching under her skirt, twist his arm and knee his groin, all while wearing high heels and serving drinks.

	But her desensitization to violence doesn’t mean she approves of it.

	“Dylan Marzley, put that knife away right this minute.” She takes baby steps in her knee-high boots. “I’m so flipping tired of you and Sean acting like you’re in a gang. How many fights you getting into tonight? I heard you just beat someone up. Now what? Who’s this?”

	“This one looks like she’ll put out.” The guy eyes Riley from head to toe, nothing but a piece of meat to him.

	My nails claw at the wall. “Don’t even think about it … Riley, get back inside!”

	I’m about to snap from the guy’s lighter flicking to the beat of each of Riley’s steps.

	He takes a drag of his cigarette and licks his lips. “She’s asking for it coming back here.”

	I grab his shoulder and hold my blade to his chest. “You’re the one who’s asking for it.”

	“Trevor.” A voice echoes from the end of the alley.

	He hunts the darkness with an uneasy look in his eyes, caught off guard when the girl appears from the darkness, pushing him into my blade. It pierces his leather jacket and slides into his gut. Holding the blade steady, I look down at the blood on my hand.

	Did I do that? Or did she?

	His head rests on my shoulder.

	Did she push? Or did I thrust?

	His legs shake and his cigarette drops. When I pull out, a gasp is released and he collapses at my feet.

	“Jesus, Dylan.” Riley spins on her heels and scurries away, her curly black hair swaying with her hips. “You’re always getting into fights. But this? Not in front of me, okay? Just once, I’d like to have a boring Friday night with you and Sean.” She walks faster. “I didn’t see that. I did NOT see that. I’m telling Sean. I’m getting him. He’s gonna be seething mad you killed that girl.”

	“What girl?” I look down.

	The burgundy coat catches my eye first, spread out like a picnic blanket, black gloves on either side suggestive of monstrous ants. A harsh wind snakes through the alley and flaps her hair over blood spots in the snow.

	“Shit,” I whisper.

	I fall into the wall when she turns over and picks the cigarette off the ground, holding it up to me.

	“Don’t worry,” she says. “You’re not dead.”

	I shut my eyes, hands tearing at the bricks in fright. I inhale mammoth breaths and open one eye, then the other, seeing the leather jacket at my feet. I shut my eyes tight and open them again. It’s the guy, not the girl. Just the guy.

	The pounding in my head stops. I scan the alley but see no trace of her.

	No footprints.

	Nothing.
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	I haven’t dealt with a body since the night I lost Jake and Heather, the night Ed gave Sean and me a job that went terribly wrong, the same night Jake witnessed everything.

	The shock of seeing a body has long passed for me, but Jake was a wreck. As a city kid, he’d eventually repress such graphic sights, like Riley, Sean, and me. We’ve seen it too often, especially being trapped in Eddie’s world.

	I was a good kid on the right track until Ed took me under his wing and promised he’d make me rich. Sean wanted in, and our first job was ratting out a guy who was dealing blow in our neighborhood. We made fifty bucks apiece for tracking the dealer to his supplier’s house. We told Ed where it was, he got credit for the bust, and no one knew who snitched. Only we got greedy for more cash and fell in over our heads, finding out real quick that there’re more bad cops than good in our neighborhood. Things escalated, and when we were old enough to drive, we started dumping bodies in the river for some of the dirty cops. Bodies they didn’t want anyone to know about, deeds kept out of the public eye. “Just cleaning up the city,” is what they said. “Do your job and don’t ask questions.”

	So we did. At that point, saying no wasn’t an option. Cops would put the word out that we were narcs, and we’d be dead in a week.

	But this guy at my feet … he’s not one of the wolves Eddie’s been hunting. Not any dealer or degenerate I know about, just some random guy I’ve never seen before.

	I pick up his smoke before the snow snuffs it out, curious how that girl lying dead fooled my vision. I know she pushed him into my blade—that was real—I’m sure of it.

	My hands shake now that it’s over, a good sign that I’m human. I wipe my knife on the guy’s leg and pocket it. Then I drag the deadweight out of the light, leaving him face down in the darkness next to the dumpster. Best to ditch him somewhere outside of this neighborhood, far away from the bar.

	I kick snow over the trail of blood while puffing on the cigarette, flicking it at his head as I exhale. There’s time to figure this out. In the darkness, passing cars and pedestrians can’t see this far in from the street. And it’s rare for anyone to come back here at night, only Ed, my dad, and the guys working at Big Daddy’s Pizzeria. With the fresh footprints leading from Big Daddy’s door to the dumpster and back, I’d say I’m in the clear.

	“I don’t see him.” Riley’s voice echoes through the alley. “Sean, he was by the door under the light, but I don’t see him now. What if he’s dead?”

	“He’s not dead,” Sean says.

	“I’m not dead,” I say.

	“See. Where you at?” Sean asks.

	I can tell Sean’s on my left, his stride longer than Riley’s. She’s a good six inches shorter than him, five four or so.

	“Him?” Sean stops next to me and kicks the guy’s boot. “He’s dead, huh?”

	“Yeah, dummy, he’s dead. Help me get him to Ed’s SUV.”

	“You’re kidding. We’re not putting him in there.”

	I lift his arms and wait for Sean to take his legs.

	“Okay, you’re not kidding.”

	We carry him to the Tahoe and drop him on the ground below the bumper. I work on the back window, trying to get the liftgate open.

	“Sean, make sure we didn’t leave a blood trail, check where we picked him up and cover any spots you come across. Riley, go inside.”

	“I can help,” she says.

	“You can help by getting our coats, not by standing there gawking.”

	“Eddie knows where you live. He’ll break your face for doing this.”

	“Doubt it.”

	“Where we gonna go?”

	I love it that she doesn’t ask what the guy did, only what our plans are for the rest of the night.

	I move to the front door on the driver’s side, straining to open the window while I think. “We’ll get a case of beer and head over to my house for the night. Just forget what you saw. Sean and I will take care of it.”

	“Is this what Jake saw?”

	I turn around, surprised by her question. Jake and Heather weren’t in Ed’s circle. Heather knew about a handful of jobs I’d done, but neither of them knew that I’d killed anyone.

	She avoids eye contact, ashamed.

	“What Jake saw is none of your damn business.” I take out my knife. “I don’t want to talk about my brother after dealing with this lowlife. Go get our coats.”

	She takes a step back then races inside.

	I continue toiling with the window, getting enough space to jam my blade between it and the door. If I had a long piece of wire or a coat hanger, I could shimmy it down to press the lock or grab the handle.

	“Sean, we need a piece of wire.” I hear his boots coming up from behind. “Check the dumpster for—” I turn, coming face to face with Ed.

	“Fuck,” I whisper.

	“Fucker,” he snarls.

	He grabs the back of my neck and forces me behind his Tahoe, torpedoing his baton into my gut. A sharp pain shoots from my groin to my throat, sending me to my knees.

	“You’d make a great cop, you crooked little twit.” He yanks my knife out of the window and flings it at my feet. “Do you know this guy?” Ed searches the clod on the ground, finding his wallet, lighter, and a pack of cigarettes in his leather jacket.

	A group of women walk past, college-aged, wasted, belting out the lyrics to some pop song about a broken-hearted girl. One of them points at the guy under the back of the SUV, breaking into snorting laughter. “At least we’re not that drunk.” She slips and falls on her ass, laughs harder while raising her hand for help.

	I cradle my stomach and stand, spying Ed pocketing the guy’s stuff before waving the women on. “Have a good night, ladies. Stay safe. On you go.” He swings his baton, a habit when he’s impatient. “Go find some nice fellas to keep you warm.”

	They file into the pizzeria, too drunk to figure out the guy under the back of the Tahoe is dead, and too drunk to notice Sean picking my knife off the ground. I dread the moment they’re out of sight because Ed’s bogus smile is about to drop.

	“Dylan, some days I want to cut off your head for acting like such a dumb kid.” He pushes the baton against my neck, our boots toe to toe, his jacket and breath smelling of greasy fish fry. “I seem to recall I’m the one who decides who lives and who dies on these streets. Not you.” A morsel of fish that was stuck between his teeth lands on the side of my face. I turn away, seeing Riley with our coats. Ed catches my chin, irritated that I’m not paying attention. “This is a major problem. Your problem, not mine. Figure it out. I’ve got enough on my plate tonight without having to clean up your shit.”

	He sends the baton farther into my neck, putting deep pressure on my windpipe. “Riley, get my truck.” I toss her my keys and point at the black Silverado parked across the street, an older model with an extended cab we can lay the body.

	“We got this, Eddie,” Sean says, watching Riley. He crosses his arms to warm his hands under his armpits, marching two steps forward and two steps back, a bundle of nerves again.

	“We got this,” Ed rags Sean in a high-pitched voice. “Screw you both. Get the body out of my district. Find a way through the ice and put him in the river, let the water gobble him up. You know it’s the perfect grave.”

	My chest tightens with a sharp intake of breath. That comment was a massive slip-up on his part, in poor taste after Jake. “Tell me, Ed, do you care at all about my family? Show a little respect and watch what you say.”

	He chuckles. “A little respect?” He looks down at the body. “Hmph.” He rubs the dark stubble shadowing his jaw. “Respect?”

	“You know what?” I narrow my eyes at him. “Do me a favor and take this guy somewhere. You owe me.”

	“Your problem, your job.” He hocks a loogie onto my boot.

	Now I’m furious. “Sean, you better keep my knife. I don’t want to get arrested for killing a cop tonight.”

	Sean steps in and rams Ed’s baton away, then pulls me aside before Ed has a chance to send me to the ground again. “Don’t listen to Eddie. Pick up the body and let’s get a move on before your dad walks outside.”

	Riley backs my truck into the alley and puts it in park.

	“All right.” I rub my forehead, my voice strained. “Get his feet.”

	Ed settles into the driver’s seat of his Tahoe and speaks into his shoulder mic. He gives us a headshake as we cram the body into the back seat. Once the guy’s inside, I throw on my coat and huddle deep below the wool collar, wishing I could disappear.

	Ed opens his window. “Hey, Dylan.” He tilts the driver’s-side mirror in my direction. “Dylan,” he starts again, “you twisted my words to be about Jake. You did that.” He points at my reflection in the mirror. “Don’t get unhinged and misconstrue what I say. I’d never mock Jake’s death.”

	“Then don’t talk about water gobbling men up or the river making a good grave.” I glare back at him in the mirror.

	Ed mourned alongside my family when Jake died. He’s being straight up about this, merely telling me to put the guy where he won’t surface for a long time. But he could’ve chosen his words better.

	“You’re rusty.” His hand slips inside the window. “Toughen up so you don’t get arrested or killed. There’s no need to make such juvenile mistakes. Got it?”

	“Yeah, I got it.” I press my lips tight as his SUV crawls onto the street. “Let’s go.” I open my door and slump in the driver’s seat. Riley sits on Sean’s lap on the passenger side, neither one of them wanting to be in the back with the body. “He’s dead. He’s not gonna bite.”

	“Not true,” Riley says, staring into the back. “My brother said severed heads of snakes can bite.”

	“He’s not a snake.” Sean looks at the body. “Not really.”

	I turn to Riley. “Hey, why’d you say it was a girl?”

	“Say who was a girl?” she asks.

	“When you saw him dead in the alley, you said I killed a girl.”

	“No, I didn’t.”

	I run my hands through my hair and rub the spot where the guy knocked my head into the wall. “Never mind. I must be hearing things.”

	“Where are we taking him?” she asks.

	“I don’t know yet. South of here for now.”

	This is more complicated than one of Ed’s dump jobs. The cops are already searching for those men, generally dealers; it’s no surprise when they turn up dead, shrugged off as the downside of distributing. This guy has the “dealer” look, but he could just as easily be a college professor or a lawyer.

	Riley’s neighborhood is an option. Cops are less likely to question a homicide in the worst part of the city. She must know of an abandoned house with a basement we can leave him in, a place where he won’t be found for months, giving the body time to decompose.

	“Dylan, look out!” Riley palms the dash.

	Sean’s legs extend for a brake pedal that isn’t there. I’m not going fast, but even in four-wheel drive, my Silverado takes a long slide. We stop a few feet from a woman standing in the middle of the icy street: tall and thin with a heart-shaped face, freckles on her cheeks, and bi-colored eyes. Her burgundy coat and the highlights in her hair emit subtle light that’s not coming from my headlights.

	She lifts a gloved hand with purpose, higher and higher until a handgun is aimed at my head.

	“Dylan,” Sean whispers, forcing Riley down.

	“Mystery girl,” I whisper.

	She lifts her chin, spying over the front seat.

	“What’s she doing?” Riley peeps over the dash. “Does she know the dead guy’s in here?”

	I roll down my window, waving the car behind me to drive on by, surprised when the girl keeps the gun up, not deterred in any way by the passing car.

	“She’s just gonna stand there?” Riley asks.

	“Looks like it.” I place my hands at the top of the wheel and spread my fingers, showing her that I’m unarmed. She points the handgun at Sean and Riley, waving it to the side as a signal for them to get out of the truck. “You guys need to take off.”

	“I’m not leaving you alone with a gun pointed at your head,” Sean says.

	“It’s pointed at our heads,” Riley says.

	“Don’t argue, just go. I’ll be all right.”

	“But—”

	“Stop.” I hold up a hand, cutting Sean off. “Take Riley and wait for me at the bar.”

	“But—”

	“Sean, go!”
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	If someone had told me I’d be driving aimlessly through the streets of Northland with a body in the back seat, my knife with Sean back at the bar, and a mysterious girl in my passenger seat—one who has a handgun aimed at my chest—I would’ve said they were flat-out nuts. I’m used to drama-filled nights: fistfights, protecting Sean, drunken conversations about my past, arguing with Eddie, Riley asking far too many questions. But being held at gunpoint by a girl with a pink-handled Walther is a first.

	“Is this guy your boyfriend?” I ask for the third time, still not getting an answer.

	She unbuttons my coat and waves the gun to take it off. I set it between us, letting her check me for weapons, on full alert when her cold hand spends a little too much time below my belt. She smiles and leans back.

	The gun’s black slide has a fierce look, the pink handle sweet—a dark and dainty pistol that fits her outward appearance to a T.

	“So, I’m just gonna keep driving and talking.” I glance at her then back at the road. “Maybe you can tell me what you want, or something about him, or if you’re gonna kill me.”

	Guarding me with almond-shaped eyes, she removes her leather gloves and sets them on my coat. The gun doesn’t waver. I glance at it, waiting for the perfect moment to snatch it from her hand.

	“He was rough when he pulled you out of the bar. My friend Sean and I just wanted to make sure you were all right. I don’t know what you saw after that, but … so anyway, what did you see? I mean, you were there, right? You pushed him into my blade?” I take a long breath and wait. Still. No response. “I saw you. It happened fast, but it was you.”

	Not a word. What the hell is going on here?

	“Look, either start talking or get the hell out of my truck so I can deal with the problem in the back seat.”

	She lowers the Walther to her belly and grasps the slide with her left hand, driving the gun forward with her right. The quick rack of the slide is precise, about technique, not strength. It’s unsettling that she has it down pat.

	She presses the cold muzzle to my temple, letting me know I’m in a tight spot.

	“Okay. Okay.” Be firm but not pushy. “This is what’s going down. I’ll drive to the East Side and look for an abandoned building. Then I’ll—”

	“No. You’ll keep driving south,” she says, matter-of-fact. “Go to the Lakeside neighborhood. And please don’t talk unless I ask you a question.”

	“Please? Who points a pistol at someone’s head and says please?”

	“I do. Now shut up and drive … Please.”

	I nod. Lakeside is four miles from here, about a ten-minute drive in this weather, a neighborhood I know well. It borders a polluted community lake with a crumbling dock and a secluded park, a seedy spot that Ed once suggested as a dumping ground, a place he picks up hookers for play.

	“The lake’s frozen this time of the year, and I didn’t bring a shovel to bury him,” I say. “The ground’s too hard to dig anyway.”

	“Stop whining.” She leans forward and wipes the fog off the front window with her coat sleeve, leans back and puts on the defroster. “Keep your hands on the wheel and don’t talk. I’ve told you once to be quiet. If you don’t stop, I’ll shoot. Then I’ll have a bloody mess to clean up.” She looks into my eyes. “And that’s exhausting to think about, considering I’m wearing my favorite coat and it will take forever to get the blood out of it.”

	I laugh. I can’t help it. She has to be toying with me, totally toying with me. The calmness in her voice doesn’t match her threatening words. And she smells like my favorite childhood drink—strawberry Kool-Aid—a mixture of fruit candies and spring air. She can’t talk to me like this and smell of such sweetness. It’s just not right.

	“Take off your shirt,” she says.

	“What?”

	“Take. Off. Your. Shirt.”

	“While I’m driving on icy streets?”

	“Yes. Yes, please. Then put both hands back on the wheel where I can see them.”

	I hold the wheel with one hand and unbutton my flannel shirt, freeing one arm at a time. It falls down and bunches behind my back. She slides it out and sniffs the sleeves, the armpits, and the collar.

	“There’s no sweat. No man stench. Take off your undershirt, too.”

	Her soft voice sounds like Heather’s.

	I hand her my undershirt and she sniffs it. I imagine it smells like the cologne I dab on my neck each morning, a cinnamon and leather concoction that’s easy on the nose.

	She hangs the flannel shirt over my forearm and circles a spot of blood on the fabric, either from the fistfight, or where the guy fell into me after he was stabbed.

	“I was at the far end of the alley next to the bar, close to the street that’s behind the building,” she says. “My coat blended in with the brick. It was too dark for him to see me.” She looks over her shoulder at the body. “I held still and watched him light a cigarette. Then he took off when he saw you under the light by the door. He didn’t notice me.” She snaps the shirt off my arm and flings it into the back. “I heard that woman in the alley say your name, Dylan Marzley.” She shimmies closer. “I know who you are, and I saw you kill him. His blood is on your clothing, not mine. It was your knife.”

	“You setting me up?”

	“Don’t. Speak.” The gun slithers down my abs, stopping above my groin. “You have any tats?” she asks.

	“Two, they’re on my back.”

	“Keep your hands on the wheel and lean forward for me.”

	Her fingers tiptoe over my back. Identical tats are on opposite sides of my shoulder blades: the top view of a black rose with a petal dropping off. The name Jake is under the rose on the right, and Heather is under the one on the left, directly behind my heart.

	She circles Heather’s tat. Then Jake’s. “Just these two?” she asks.

	“Yeah.”

	“No gang tats?”

	“I’m not in a gang.”

	“Are you a cop?”

	I chuckle. “God, no.”

	“But you’re friends with some cops?”

	“Not really.”

	“Good.” She grips my shoulder and pushes me against the seat. “Do you always kill men for no reason?”

	“I didn’t kill anyone. And you should talk. Do you always point a gun at people and threaten to blow off their heads?”

	I catch a cunning smile. “Only men who’ve caught my attention.” She peeks at the snow accumulating on the windshield and turns on the wipers, patting my hand before her next request. “Take off your jeans.”

	“You kidding me?”

	“No. Take them off.”

	“The defroster’s on the window, not me, and I’m not warming up on this frozen seat. It’s too damn cold. No.” I shake my head.

	“Why are you speaking?” She keeps a steady smile as her hair falls over one eye. “I’m aware things shrink in the cold. I won’t hold it against you.” The muzzle is back against my temple. “Pants off, Dylan Marzley.”

	“Fine,” I huff. Sean and Riley aren’t going to believe this. Held at gunpoint and forced to strip while driving into Lakeside without my knife.

	I pull down my jeans, unable to remove the legs because of my boots.

	“All the way off.” Her smile disappears.

	I reach down and untie my laces, slip off my boots, and free myself from my jeans. I pick the bundled ball of denim off the floor and drop it in her lap.

	“Thank you.” She lowers the Walther to her waist. It’s still pointed at my head, but not as threatening from a distance as when it’s pressed to my temple. “Drive to Sweetbriar Park.”

	“That little park in the middle of Lakeside? It’s surrounded by houses.”

	“Sweetbriar Park,” she repeats.

	“Bad choice. People will see my truck in that open area. Let’s go to the other park by—”

	“Sweetbriar.”

	“Can we talk about—”

	“Sweetbriar. Make a right here and then a left at the end of the street.”

	“Are you making me take the body to his house so his friends can beat me to a pulp? Is that it? Is this where he’s from?”

	“Do what I tell you and don’t misbehave. This is your last warning.”

	I groan. If I leave him in the park, he’ll be found in the morning. And if she’s leading me into a trap, I’ll be the one found in the morning. Sweetbriar Park isn’t a good plan. Amateurish. I should take my chances and grab the gun instead of taking my chances with leaving the body out in the open, covered with evidence.

	“Left here,” she says.

	The wheels slip when I make the turn. The truck slides. The body in the back bumps my seat and drops to the floor, sending forth the pungent odors of urine and blood. I should’ve spread a blanket on the seat and bungeed him down.

	I turn the wheel with the slide and my truck quickly straightens out.

	“Make the next left,” she says.

	“Sweetbriar Park is on the right.”

	“I know. Make a left.”

	I’m doomed. We must be heading to his home. I can only hope his roommates or wife hated him so they go easy on me.

	“Down here.” She points. “Straight ahead.”

	The street isn’t plowed, which works in my favor, giving my truck more traction. Like most of Northland, it’s a dead street full of vacant houses. Windows are dark, streetlights are burned out, and not a soul is outside.

	“Pull over in front of that one-story white house. The one that’s boarded up on the right.”

	“Every other one is white and boarded up.”

	“That one.” She points.

	I parallel park in a spot that’s been dug out. It’s a tight fit between two snow-covered cars, hinting that they’ve been entombed for some time, abandoned like the houses. Once the truck is in park, she turns off the lights and kills the engine, then lowers the gun while staring at the dilapidated home.

	She let her guard down. I can grab the gun and—

	“Don’t even think about it. You’d be dead before you got it out of my hand, and anyone close enough to hear the shot wouldn’t care.”

	Okay, I can’t grab the gun.

	I look at the house. The boarded up windows are framed with soot, and the porch roof has buckled.

	“Take him around back. It’ll be open.”

	“What will be open?” I ask. “A door? A window?”

	“The back wall of the house. It collapsed and will be open. Take him through the kitchen and into the bathroom, then leave him in the tub. Careful where you step.”

	Her delicate voice directing me to leave a body in the tub of a bombed-out house stirs my heart, in a slightly sick way. It’s why she has control over the situation.

	I hold the door handle, looking down at the gun, noticing her pink fingernails match the handle. She has a simple gold ring on her pinky finger, embellished with the letter “A,” and a small black heart tattoo at the base of her ring finger.

	“What are you waiting for?” she asks.

	“Can I put on my coat?”

	“No.”

	“Can I—”

	“Take him. He’s too close to me.”

	She has no problem sending me out to haul a body through the snow without my clothes. I’m down to my flannel boxers and wool socks.

	She stares at my crotch, my pale legs, and my crotch again. Okay, I see what’s going on here. “Is this sexual?” I look down at my boxers. “Does it turn you on to watch me dump a body while I’m in the buff?”

	“No. And you’re not naked.” Her straight teeth disappear behind a tight-lipped smile. She slips the pistol under the edge of my boxers, moving it up my inner thigh.

	“You sure about that?” I ask.

	“Making you undress isn’t sexual in any way.”

	“So she says,” I mutter. “Trust me, I’m not turned on anyway.”

	She pushes my coat to the floor and slinks alongside me, skimming her fingers over my jaw. I close my eyes, distracted by her warm breath seeping into my ear, her sugary-sweet scent drifting into my nose, and her soft lips tracing my earlobe, spinning my head after one touch.

	I wait quietly and listen.

	“Think about how you feel exposed to me.” Her words pass between her lips in a seductive whisper. “This could be about control and learning to submit, or it could be about punishment.” The gun travels across the front of my boxers. “Tell me, is this sexual to you? Does it turn you on to be crippled by a woman?” My eyes stay shut. The muzzle of the gun moves up to my heart, making me tremble. “Answer me, please.”

	“I don’t know.” I clear my throat. “It feels … unreal.”

	“Am I?”

	I open my eyes. “No, not you.” I shake my head. “Definitely not.” I swallow hard, looking down at her hand stroking my thigh.

	“Dylan, take the body away and finish the job. Then I want you to come back to me.”
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	I open the driver’s-side door and check to see if anyone’s around before pulling the body from the back seat. He hits the ground, tossing snow flurries upward that land on my feet. I check again if anyone’s in sight. Dog tracks line the sidewalk, but I don’t see any human footprints. The street’s dead quiet.

	I move as fast as I can, dragging him up the driveway and around back. She’s right. The backside of the house is open, the inside looted and stripped down to the studs. Everything’s been stolen, including the drywall.

	I lean the body against the concrete foundation and climb inside, the step up from the ground to the kitchen a good three feet. I kneel in the snow to lift the guy by his armpits up and over the footing of the house. I’m not weak, I work out, but this guy’s massive, and it’s a struggle.

	On the third try, I get him up and lug him through the house. His jeans snag on a nail, launching me forward. I tug him free, feeling my way through the house until I find an open doorway and a sink.

	She said she wants him in the bathtub, but I’m not exploring a dark bathroom in an abandoned house with my bare hands. Forget the tub.

	I drop him on the floor then backtrack out of the house. Snow sifts into my wool socks and melts between my toes, turning my feet into a solid block of ice. They’re numb as I kick fresh snow over the trail of blood to cover my tracks.

	Miserable, I finally make it down the driveway to my truck, ticked off that this woman made me strip and subjected me to the cold.

	I open the door and hop inside, slamming it shut. “Son of a bitch, it’s cold!” I smack the wheel. “This is bad. Someone’s gonna find him here, trust me, this is the wrong spot!”

	“Good job.” She sets the gun between us. “Take the gun as a prize if you want.”

	I grab it quickly in disbelief. My teeth chatter as I look into her eyes. Should I kill her, or kiss her? This might make sense if I were drunk, but being sober, it makes no sense at all.

	“What is this? What are you doing? Is this some kind of game?” I sit back and start the truck. Hungry for heat, I turn the heater on full blast and rub my hands in front of the vents. “Are you insane?”

	She shrugs.

	“What is that?”

	She shrugs again.

	“Crying out loud, you are crazy, aren’t you?”

	“Lighten up.”

	I turn my entire body toward her. “What’s your deal? Who is this guy? Why’d you lead me here at gunpoint? And why’d you give me the gun!”

	“Lower your voice, please.” She glares. “Men have no right to yell at me.”

	“Oh, yeah? Well, women have no right to kidnap me!”

	I pull the truck away from the curb and head back to the bar, fingers and toes tingling as they start to thaw. She gets a steady side-eye for the first mile, the city lights igniting her young face. I should apologize. I really should. It’s best to stay on the good side of an underhanded woman.

	“I didn’t mean to lose my cool.” I break the silence. “I’m … you know, I’m all worked up. I got adrenaline shooting out of my head, my heart’s hammering, half my body is a block of ice, and the other half is on fire. Plus I think I have to piss, only I can’t feel my dick.” My voice climbs as I make excuses. “I’ve got a cop on my back, blood on my hands, dead men in my dreams, my past eating me alive, and now some girl is screwing with my head. So, I’m sorry to sound like such a maniac all of a sudden. All right?”

	She reaches into the back to get my undershirt and flannel and asks me to lean forward, helping me into them. She buttons the shirt with no cares about being this close to me without her gun.

	“I know what you’re thinking, and I’m not afraid of you.” She looks into my eyes then down at the buttons, the air thick with her strawberry scent. “Saying that may sound crazy, seeing that you killed a man.” She puts her finger to my lips before I can object. “I’m not brushing that off, but you shouldn’t feel bad. That animal didn’t deserve to live.” She leans back in her seat. “For a few months I’ve thought of all the ways I could kill him myself, like a hit and run, a crack with a baseball bat, shooting him, and of course, poisoning—”

	“Poisoning?”

	“But I couldn’t find the right time or place. You beat me to it, so I owe you one.”

	“Hold on. What type of poison—”

	“You stepped in,” she cuts me off, “tried to stop him in the bar. I saw you hit him for what he said to your friend. Then you lost control when he threatened to assault your other friend. You defended three people tonight.” She repositions the heater vents, one on my chest, the other on my thighs. “When he forced me outside, I thought it was finally going to happen. Tonight was my best shot at taking him out. A high-crime neighborhood, dark alley, plenty of drunks and homeless in the area. And by the marks on his face, he’d been a fight with someone. Perfect.”

	I gaze straight ahead at the wintery road. Snow atop my hair melts, trickling down the side of my face. She wipes it away and whisks the rest off my head before it drips.

	“He stole a woman’s car, and I got it back. That’s why he came after me. Now please, don’t ask any more questions.”

	“Nuh-uh, there has to be more to it than that. You don’t think about poisoning a guy for stealing a car.”

	“No more questions.” She takes her cell out of her coat pocket and snaps my photo.

	“Erase that.”

	She starts to type. A text? Twitter? Facebook? I don’t know what.

	“I still think this is a setup. Are you sending that to the cops? Don’t do it. I swear it won’t end well for you if you rat me out.”

	“It’s masturbation material,” she says in her pretty voice, still typing away.

	“Masturba—What? Be serious, don’t send that photo to anyone.”

	“How tall are you?”

	“Six one … wait. Stop it.”

	“Dylan Marzley: black hair, ‘to die for’ gray eyes, and pulpy-pudding lips.”

	“What kind of lips?”

	“Foghorn voice.”

	“Foghorn? I smoke a lot, but … oh, screw you.” I pull my coat off the floor and dig for my cigarettes, lighting one up to relax. “This is crap.” I point the cigarette at her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

	“Two identical tats on his back.”

	I knock the cell out of her hand. It bounces off the glove compartment and lands back in her lap. She picks it up and continues. “Anger issues, possibly suffering from depression.”

	“You’re wrong. Erase that.” I wave my hand. “Erase all of it.”

	“Full dark eyebrows. Scar above the one on the left. Nice clothes. Brawny. Enormous brain.”

	“That”—I tap her phone—“that you can keep. I know I’m smart.”

	“Doesn’t understand brain means penis.” She tips her head to the side as she types. “Oversized feet. Broad shoulders. Naïve about women.”

	“Funny. Real funny.” I can’t hide the scorn in my voice, but deep down I’m also enjoying this.

	She runs her fingers up my leg and rolls the bottom edge of my boxers between her thumb and forefinger, netting a rare smile from me. Wicked thoughts of turning the tables and making her strip at gunpoint race through my head. Bad timing? Is it sick to discard a body and desire a girl on the same night? I don’t know. I’m a guy. It doesn’t take long for my brain to switch from angst at the bar, to fear over a gun pointed at my head, to wanting to get laid.

	“Who are Jake and Heather?” she asks, putting her cell away.

	“Aaaaand thank you, thanks for bringing me back to reality.”

	“What? Bad question?”

	“What’s the list for?” I change the subject.

	“It’s good to have profiles of the men I meet, just in case.” She crosses her legs and swings her foot.

	“In case what, you wanna frame me? If that’s what you mean, then go ahead and give the info to Officer Ed Dorazio. He’s up in District D.”

	“The cop from the alley? He was outside his district tonight.”

	“No, he wasn’t. What do you know about the district boundaries? Who are you? And how do you know about that house in Lakeside? You don’t dress like you’re from there. Bet you’re a cop. I should’ve asked you that earlier, a dirty cop like Ed.”

	She laughs and pats my leg.

	“Are you? Are you a cop?”

	“Nope.” She shakes her head.

	“Better not be.” I ease into the brakes, creeping to a stop at a red light.

	She lifts her foot onto the edge of the seat, untying and retying her tall winter boot. “I’m not a cop,” she says. She looks at the light, rubbing the “A” ring on her pinkie finger. I’m more confused about her now than when we left the bar. Fascinated, too.

	“You want a ride home?” I ask.

	“No. It’s over. Drive me back to the bar. I can get home from there.”

	“What’s over?”

	She looks out her window, her long hair flowing down her back, turning green with the changing light. I pull forward and make the final turn toward the bar, parking a block away to give us more time to talk.

	She applies a fresh coat of lipstick as I finish my smoke and get dressed.

	“You can’t keep my gun. I gave it to you only so you could grow your balls back.” She puts the lipstick away and holds out her hand. “Give it back, please.”

	I pass it to her, and she hides it inside her coat pocket.

	She puts on her leather gloves and grips her collar to prepare for the cold. We step out and walk side by side down the sidewalk. I button up my coat, having so many questions, but incapable of asking even one. She’s by far the most interesting and the most puzzling girl I’ve met this year. Since Heather, I haven’t been this drawn to anyone. I can’t just let her slip away.

	“What’s your name?” I ask.

	“I don’t give my name out to strangers.”

	I laugh. “But you have my name, you saw me ditch a body, and you had me strip down to practically nothing so you could molest me with your gun. I wouldn’t necessarily call us strangers.”

	“You haven’t earned it.”

	I catch her arm and bring her close to my chest. She entices me with a quick flutter of her long eyelashes, but her words deny that she wants anything more. “That grip is an awful lot like the grip of a man who died tonight. And if what you think you saw is true, he died by my hands, not yours. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” she asks.

	I lick my lips and she copies the action. “My grip will make you ache in very different ways than his.” I move her bangs to the side of her pale face, trailing a finger down her cheek to her narrow jawline. We gaze at one another under the flashing Marzley’s Bar sign, our lips tight, bodies swaying, her knees falling into me. All clear signs that we both want this.

	Her hands settle on my chest. I hook my hand behind her slender neck and lean in to meet her lips. The first light touch parts her mouth, the second trace is gentle and breathy, and when I advance to give her a solid kiss, she’s gone.

	Just like that.

	I open my eyes and watch her shuffle away on the icy sidewalk. “I didn’t say you could kiss me,” she says.

	“You didn’t have to. I felt it.”

	“Thanks for almost giving me your germs,” she calls out.

	“I’ll give you a lot more than my germs. Come back anytime. I’m always here.”

	I place my hands in my pockets and rock on the balls of my feet, catching Sean and Riley gawking shamelessly out the front window of the bar.

	The girl looks over her shoulder and stops. “You’re not following me?” she asks.

	“Nope.”

	“Okay.” She walks slower, looking back one last time before I head inside.

	“What the hell happened?” Sean catches me at the door. “Are you all right?”

	“It was surreal, Sean. I swear someone slipped drugs in my beer earlier. I can’t even begin to explain it.” I unzip my coat but remember the bloody shirt. I zip it back up and take a seat at the table where our night first began, now glad that it’s Riley by Sean’s side and not some random girl I can’t talk in front of.

	“Did she kill you?” Riley asks, immediately laughing at her stupidity.

	“Are you drunk? Does it look like I’m dead?”

	“Tipsy, not drunk,” she says. “Hey, look, that girl’s following you.”

	I turn my head toward the door. “No shit.”

	Riley brushes her hands together. “Call her over here. I want someone new to talk to.”

	I spot her staring at me from the doorway. She takes another photo, using a flash this time.

	“What the hell?” Sean blinks repeatedly.

	“It’s masturbation material,” I tell him.

	He grins and pours me a drink from their pitcher, clinks my glass, and chugs. “To masturbation.” He wipes his mouth, checking her out. “Why isn’t she coming in?”

	Riley pats my hand. “Dylan, go invite her to our table.”

	“She’ll come over when she’s ready.”

	The mystery girl and I hold our stares. She smoothes a hand over her hair. I slide my finger up and down my mug.

	She’s not carrying a purse or even a small bag. Everything on her, including the gun, is in her coat. She takes a pen and mini notepad from her pocket and starts to write while examining me from head to toe, stopping every so often to think. She taps her lips with the pen, moving out of the doorway when a customer enters.

	“Is she drawing a picture?” Riley asks.

	“At this point, that wouldn’t surprise me.” I recline and rest my foot on my thigh, cradling my beer. “She’s odd. But cool.”

	She tears the paper out of the notepad and makes a beeline for our table. I try to entice her, rubbing my finger across my lips. She doesn’t notice. I try again, kicking out the chair next to me in a gesture to join us.

	“I’ve never met an intelligent man,” she says with a dry smile, placing a folded slip of paper in front of me. “Most of you have pea-sized brains.”

	“Earlier you said my brain was enormous.”

	Sean and Riley laugh.

	“See, that’s what I mean. Hopefully, you’re smarter than the rest.” She disregards Sean and smiles at Riley. “Your hair is fabulous. I wish I had spiral curls like yours.”

	“Thanks!” Riley beams.

	She turns away and hurries through the door to the city streets, leaving without saying goodbye.

	Riley swings her hair, flaunting her dark locks. “I like her.”

	“Why am I not surprised? You like anyone who pays attention to you.” I tuck the paper in my pocket. “I’ll be back.”

	“Wait. What does that say?” Sean asks.

	“I’ll tell you later.” I take a swig of beer and head into the men’s room, opening the note straightaway. My eyes snap shut before I can read the first line, hearing that one ominous song that follows me everywhere, playing in the background of the bar.

	“It’s not December,” I whisper. “Why are you hounding me?” I pull the door open and stick my head out. “Tim!” My bartender turns around. “Turn that off.”

	“What?”

	“That ‘Long December’ song!”

	He looks up at the television and grabs the remote, clicking the channel button. He tries again, but the video keeps playing. “Batteries must be dead.”

	“Why is it on?” I walk out. “Why? Why is that song playing?”

	“90s Nation is on MTV Classic,” he says.

	I walk behind the bar and yank the plug out of the wall.

	“Dude, what’s up?” he asks. “I got some weed if you need to unwind.”

	I wave him off on the way back to the men’s room, slam the door and throw the lock for privacy. That one lyric that was coming up is unbearable to listen to, the one about not remembering the last thing that someone said before leaving. It takes me back to when Heather got out of my truck that night. I can’t remember what she said. I can’t remember if I told her that I loved her. I can’t remember.

	I take a deep breath and stare at the note in my shaky hand, a film over my eyes, the world smothered in a gray haze.
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	the dark starless melancholy of a man

	the secret in the house

	an end to the wretched

	back to the last dream

	branches stark, winter snow, lone

	this lost night’s approaching embrace

	that end, the evaded kiss

	 

	* * *

	 

	This is my number, babe.

	Call me if your pea-sized brain can figure it out.
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	After an hour in the bar trying to decipher her note, I came up with nothing. It’s just a poem about ditching my kiss. There’s no number in it anywhere. Women are impossible to figure out, always complicating life with cryptic messages. I’m baffled by it because I’m drunk, or more likely because I’m not a poet. What stark branches? Is that a reference to me? I don’t get it. It’s a trigger as much as the December song by Counting Crows. Trees, trees, trees.

	She doesn’t know an old maple once stood in Heather’s front yard where we’d kiss on sticky summer nights. The image of Heather under its outstretched limbs is still clear as day—blonde hair flat from the humidity, sun-tanned cheeks full of life. I’d run a finger down her low-cut tank and wipe droplets of sweat from her cleavage. Remembering those moments has turned me soft, into less of a man. But should I be ashamed of my weak heart? Or embarrassed that I loved her?

	Well, I’m not.

	This crazy night has made me ache to see her suicide note. I should laugh at the whole scenario. Heather left me a note I can’t read, and this mystery girl gives me one I can’t figure out how to read. I’m antsy and losing my mind over the dueling aspects of the two letters. They’ve led me here, leaning against my truck, across the street from Heather’s parents’ house at two in the morning—a cig in one hand, the girl’s note in the other, with Sean and Riley making out in my passenger seat.

	I didn’t pick up a distraction for the night to keep me from coming here, someone to silence the thoughts running through my head about Heather. Like how beautiful she was, how intelligent and kind, and whether this new girl even stands a chance after what I’ve been through.

	I should toss the note, go home and get some sleep. I thought one cigarette, just one, and I’d leave. Now number three is between my lips. The longer I’m here, the closer I am to making my second mistake of the night—breaking into the Andersons’. And it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve crept inside their house in the middle of the night to search for the note, or long ago, to sleep with Heather.

	Her college friends used to tease her for living at home with mommy and daddy, wanting her to get an apartment with them. Heather said it was a total waste of money, considering campus is only a few blocks away. No more than a five-minute walk.

	Her practical side was another reason why I loved her.

	“Right here? Now?” Riley giggles.

	“You know how long this takes him. We’ll be here for a while.” Sean’s breathless and desperate. “Slip off your panties and move over so I can get out of my jeans.”

	They’re drunk, like me. But I’m in better shape than them, which makes me the designated driver. It’s not a good combination—the alcohol, the truck, the icy roads—I know it’s dumb, but my excuse is that it’s a short drive, only two miles from the bar to my place on the West Side. Three miles if you count the fact that I got sidetracked and ended up here in Roosevelt Park.

	I knock on the window and hold up my keys, certain Sean’s hands are under Riley’s sweater by now.

	The door swings open. “You really doing this again?” He snatches the rattling keys.

	“Text me if you see any lights come on. And drive my truck home if I get arrested,” I tell him.

	“If you get caught, you’ll be dead not arrested. Heather’s mom will shoot you if she finds you inside her house.”

	“Can you help me out or not?”

	“Yeah, fine.” He sounds disappointed. “Where you headed?”

	I drop my cigarette and smother it under my boot, exhaling a smoky breath toward him. “Her dad’s office.”

	“No.” He sits up and whisks Riley’s curls off his face. “No way. Let’s go somewhere else and get you sobered up. The pool hall’s open till four.”

	I raise my hand for him to give it a rest. “It’s too late to change my mind. I already have it in my head that I’m going in.”

	“Stop being so stubborn.”

	“Persistent,” I bite back.

	Riley unzips Sean’s jeans. “Hold up,” he says, gripping her wrist. “Dylan, don’t go in her dad’s—” She kisses him before he has a chance to finish, causing him to fall back into her spell and close the door in my face.

	Sean’s in more danger than me, considering a black guy screwing a Hispanic woman in a truck they don’t own, in this neighborhood, will be a red flag for any cop who stops. They’ll be taken to the station faster than a drunken white guy breaking into a house. I guarantee it. Even so, his “sex before friendship” isn’t sitting well with me, and if he’s choosing a girl over his best friend, well, it’s on him to take care of himself tonight. And he’ll be the one to blame if I get caught.

	“Watch for lights.” I knock on the glass. His fingers splay flat against the fogged window, Riley rocking on top of him, neither of them paying any attention to what I just said.

	Fixated on the Tudor-style home, I walk across the street and up the heated cobblestone drive, lined with paver lights and Holly bushes. The site where the maple grew is barren, the remaining two maples and young oak are dwarfs by comparison. Jake raked leaves that fell from that tree, but the memories of him, Heather, and the mighty maple were removed from the property when her parents cut it down. They replaced it with a four-foot stone angel holding a dove. Oddly, the tree was a reminder to them but not the statue? I’m offended that they disturbed the place where she took her life, where my brother did yard work, where expansive branches and the broad trunk once shielded me … shielded us.

	I turn away from the statue and survey the house. Being on the driveway in plain sight is risky, but her parents will set the security system if they see boot prints in the yard. It was turned off at night because Heather used to stumble home drunk and forget to deactivate it. Fifteen seconds after entering, an earsplitting siren would blare and wake the neighbors. After several complaints, her parents decided to set it only when they left for work. It became the norm.

	I take out my wallet and find the key Heather gave me as a birthday gift. She loved it when I sneaked into her room late at night. I’d slowly undress while she hid under her rose-patterned comforter, her blue eyes peeping out, luring me into bed. We’d fuck in total silence to keep from waking her parents. I’d cover her mouth, and she’d cover mine, our rigid bodies barely moving so the bed wouldn’t creak. The urge to moan was so intense on those secretive nights that I never lasted more than a few minutes.

	I rub the key between my thumb and forefinger, believing that a gift that once unlocked so much pleasure will someday unlock an answer. I insert it into the deadbolt and turn it to the right until I hear a click.

	I’m in.

	The interior is made up of drab earth tones: beige walls, planked ceilings, and dark wooden floors. I’ve memorized every squeaky floorboard, a master at sidestepping each one, except in her dad’s office. That room was always off limits to Heather, and I’ve respected that up until this point. But other than the master bedroom, it’s the only place left to look.

	I slip off my boots. My wet wool socks leave a trail into the kitchen and up to the fridge. I slide a finger across photographs displayed on the refrigerator door, thick with anxiety when I touch Heather’s face. Her spring semester course schedule is next to her photo, bordered by other random notes and reminder cards that haven’t moved since the night she died. Like her mom’s appointment card for the Women’s Medical Clinic, her annual, I’d wager. Typical Lona Anderson, the most insensitive woman I’ve ever met, putting that card next to her daughter’s photo on the fridge. And even worse, the items are secured with woodland animal magnets as if it’s all just cute and cuddly to her. I don’t get why all this remains, but the tree was taken away. It just doesn’t make any sense.

	I snap a photo of the fridge before opening the door, helping myself to a swig of juice. The first time I asked to see Heather’s note, her mom slammed the door in my face. The second time, she said she’d get a restraining order if I didn’t get off their property.

	I fling the refrigerator door closed, tightening my shoulders and scrunching my nose at the sound of clinking glass. Holding steady, I listen for movement in the house. I’m guessing they’re in a deep sleep in their grand Tuscan poster bed, under their gold and black damask bedding.

	I had sex with your daughter in that bed when you were away on vacation. I think to myself while staring at the ceiling. She came … twice.

	I smile for a moment, then walk into the two-story living room, past antique tables, gold-framed artwork, and an inherited gun cabinet filled with Heather’s grandfather’s shotguns. I run a finger across the cabinet as I pass by it, the exterior lights casting shadows through the sheer window coverings and onto the walls, guiding me under the curved staircase and down a hallway to the office. I drag my hand down the carved oak panel doors, my mouth dry, pulse racing.

	Her note has to be in this room.

	I open the door and step inside, hearing a creak from somewhere in the house.

	Then.

	A second creak.

	Louder.

	It could be the wind, or mice, or my imagination.

	A shotgun cocks.

	“Get your ass on the floor!”

	Or Lona Anderson.

	“On the floor, Dylan!” She stomps her foot. “On the fucking floor!”

	Heat rushes down my spine. I lower to my knees and place my hands behind my head.

	“Joel, get down here!” she shouts.

	Lona Anderson: head of the family, award-winning real estate agent, short, stocky, bleach blonde, spray-tanned whore.

	“How did you get in?” Her voice is biting, the muzzle of the shotgun like a spike in my back, directly over Heather’s memorial tat. “Joel, hurry up!” she hollers. There’s rumbling on the stairs and a groan when he flips on the light switch.

	“Dammit, Dylan, what the hell are you doing in my office?”

	“Call the police. I want him arrested,” Lona says.

	“No, don’t.” I try to get up, but she jabs me with the muzzle.

	“Shut your mouth.” She slides the shotgun to the back of my head. “How’d you get in here?”

	“The door was open.”

	“Liar!”

	“It was. It was open.”

	“Joel, don’t just stand there, call the police.”

	I’d run out of here if I thought I had another chance at finding the note, but this is it, they’re going to start setting the alarm after tonight. “Show me what she wrote. I’ll leave you alone if I can read it.” My fingernails dig into the faded Oriental rug. I’m so damn close; it could be in this room, a foot away.

	“Do we have to go through this?” Joel says, his voice nasally. “The kid smells like he was swimming in a brewery. Let him go. He’ll sober up and realize his mistake in the morning.”

	She marches over to Joel’s desk, opens a drawer, and rummages through papers. “Who knows if this is the first time he broke into our home.” I raise my head and see her picking up the phone. “Stay down!”

	“No. I want the note.”

	Joel paces next to me, his scrawny, hairless legs poking out from his robe. “I don’t want any cops from Heather’s case coming here. I can’t handle it. I can’t! Either let him go or show him the note so he can be at peace.”

	“Me. ME!” She thumbs her chest. “I deserve to be at peace, not him.”

	“Why not me?” I ask.

	“Fine, then call 9-1-1 and get this over with, but I’m not getting involved,” he says.

	“Sure, go hide in your bedroom. I’ll deal with everything. Like always, right? That’s why I sleep on the sofa.”

	“Don’t,” he snaps at her. “Don’t you dare start in front of him.”

	“Why not me?” I repeat. “What did I do?” The room spins. “Are you blaming me for this? What did Heather write?” My stomach convulses and I make a retching sound, nearly tossing up the night. “What’d she write? Tell me!” Tears blur my vision.

	“Sit your ass down.” She points the shotgun at my chest.

	“Sit down, Dylan,” Joel says.

	“Screw you both.” I get up and walk over to a bookcase, hurling photos and books onto the floor. I pivot and swipe everything off the top of Joel’s desk with a quick swing of my forearm. The phone falls out of Lona’s hand, crashing to the floor, along with pens, and photographs, and a whirlwind of papers. “I deserve peace. ME!” I slam my fist on the desk. She raises the gun with a steady hand, the barrel following my drunken strides throughout the room. “Go ’head and shoot me.” I tip over a lamp and lift a framed photograph of Lake Chert off the wall, pitching it at Joel’s feet. I turn back to the wall, spotting a shiny black safe. “It’s there, isn’t it?” I point. “Open it. Open the safe!” I pound the wall. “Open the fucking safe!” I lower my head between my arms. My shoulders rise and fall as my chest constricts. “Open it. Open it!” I kick the wall.

	The kick ricochets back. No … not a kick, a knock, knocking at the front door. And then a low voice echoes through the house, “Police Department.”

	“Goddammit,” I whisper.

	“Did you call?” Joel asks.

	“I didn’t have a chance,” Lona says.

	She scampers out of the room, shotgun swinging at her side, the sash of her white robe floating behind her like a ghost.

	“Coming. I’m coming!” The door opens. Heavy boots thud on the hardwood floors toward the room. “Back this way,” she says.

	My heart starts jackhammering through my chest. I lower my head and place my hands behind my back, spreading my legs for the cops. Breaking and entering, property damage; what else will I be charged with?

	“That’s him,” Lona says. “Joel, he said a neighbor reported a man walking up our driveway.”

	“He’s a friend of the family,” Joel says to the cop. I keep my head down and eyes on the floor. “You can put the gun away. We’re not pressing charges.”

	“What the hell are you talking about?” Lona freaks. “He broke into our home. Just look what he did to this room. Are you insane? Of course, we’re pressing charges.”

	“This is Heather’s boyfriend. We can’t—”

	“No!” She stomps her foot again. “Was her boyfriend. Was. He turned our baby into an alcoholic. She was unstable because of him.”

	“That’s bullshit. No, I didn’t.” I look up, seeing Ed in the room. Of all the cops, he had to be the one who showed up.

	“We’re not pressing charges,” Joel repeats. “That’s final. He’s drunk and doesn’t mean any harm.”

	Lona crosses her arms and extends her bottom lip, puffing her bangs off her forehead. “I’m disgusted by him and his family. They’re trashy drunks. The mother, the father, even the youngest was—”

	“Don’t talk about us that way.” I try to form a wad of saliva so I can spit in her face, but my mouth is too dry. “Owning a bar doesn’t make us drunks. You had my parents over for a barbeque, and my brother did yard work for you assholes. Since when are we trashy drunks?” I sway because I’m drunk.

	“That’s enough.” Ed uses a crushing grip on my shoulder. “If you’re not pressing charges, I’ll escort him out of your home and the neighborhood.”

	Joel notices Ed’s tight hold. He starts to say something but becomes paralyzed when he recognizes Ed’s face. He remembers that morning. I’m sure of it. He looks heavenward, fighting back tears. “Dylan, don’t ever come back here. Please don’t.”

	“Arrest him,” Lona insists.

	“This is over, Lona. I’ll clean up the room.”

	She turns away with deep disgust. “Then get him out of here. Hurry, before I change my mind.”

	“Where are your boots?” Ed asks.

	“In the mudroom by the kitchen.”

	“I’ll find them and meet you at the front door,” Joel says.

	“How’d you get in?” Lona asks, turning back.

	My lips tighten.

	“Check to see if he broke a window,” she calls to Joel. “Check the back door, too. I need to know how he got in.”

	“Tell her how you got in,” Ed demands. His hand leaves my shoulder and lands on his baton. A threat. He’ll beat me with it the instant we’re alone if I don’t fess up. And honestly, at this point, why keep the key? Lona will probably have the locks changed in the morning, and the alarm will be set from now on.

	“Heather gave me a key to the house years ago. It was a birthday present.”

	“Give it to me.” She holds out her hand. “Now!”

	I take it from my wallet and slap it in her palm. She stares at it for a moment, then waves for us to leave.

	I’m taken down the hallway and through the living room to the front door where Joel is waiting with my boots. Devastated, I slip them on, but a second later I can’t remember doing so. My outburst in his office drained me to the point that I’m in a trance. Bleary-eyed and full of regret, I want to drink until I pass out, or curl into a fetal position and weep.

	For sure, Ed will punish me first.
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	Ed opens the passenger-side door of his SUV, and I sink into the seat, lowering my head between my knees. Any other cop and I’d be on my way to the station. Even without Lona pressing charges, a report for a domestic dispute would be filed. But Ed doesn’t follow any rules. And since he hasn’t said a word, I know he’s livid, ready to attack.

	I clasp my hands behind my head as a shield in case he slugs me. The scent of greasy fish fry is still on him, and oddly, a trace of strawberries. The sweet smell of that girl must be on my clothes. I inhale deeply and let her sink in before I ask him where he’s taking me.

	“Where are we going?”

	Snow crunches under the tires and the wipers squeak. I stare at the floor, waiting for an answer.

	“Sit up. We need to talk,” he says, breathing heavier than an old Bulldog. “That’s an order, not a request.”

	I sit up feeling lifeless and hollow, knowing I can’t go home and be alone in my bedroom. I won’t be able to fall asleep. Not after what just happened.

	He swerves to the right, leaving the Roosevelt Park area, starting the two-mile drive to my house.

	“Take me back to the bar,” I tell him.

	“It’ll be closed.”

	“Not till four. I’ve got an hour.”

	“I’m not driving you there. Your dad deserves better than to see you like this. You should think about him sometimes and how he feels instead of always thinking about yourself.” He turns on the defroster and adjusts his rearview mirror to look in the back seat. “You wanna pass out in the bar when your dad’s trying to shut it down for the night? That’s your plan?” His face turns red. “What about him? He already lost one son. He doesn’t need to lose another. Is getting drunk to forget about last year all you care about?”

	“Yeah, that’s all I care about, asshole.” I elbow the door, lashing out. “I never think about Jake. He never crosses my mind!”

	He drives down an unlit street and presses his shoulder mic. “Rick, meet me at the dead-end section of Thompson Street, off Elm.”

	The Tahoe slides into the curb. He puts it in park, slams my head into the passenger-side window, and presses my face against the glass. I catch his wrist but can’t twist free.

	“You want to know what I saw that morning? Is that what you’re waiting for? Will it help you get out of this sick state?” He grabs my coat collar and brings me inches from his face. “I drove up and saw Heather’s dad collapsed underneath her. He was inconsolable. Gutted, Dylan. And her mom was sitting on the front stoop, rocking back and forth, sobbing like a baby with puke on her feet.”

	“Stop it.”

	“She begged me to cut Heather down so she could hold her. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t touch the scene until the homicide detectives got there!” He shakes me. “You think it was easy, like I don’t give a shit? I think about it every fucking day!” He pushes me away. “It took detectives minutes to arrive. It felt like hours. I had to stand there and wait, do nothing, but wait.”

	“Ed, stop.” My voice quavers with emotion as my throat closes up.

	“She must’ve showered because her hair was frozen. She was in nothing but underwear and a tank, and those goddamn heart lights were spiraling across her body.”

	“Stop it!” I open the door and stumble onto the sidewalk. “I only wanna know about the note!”

	He gets out and follows me down the street, grabbing my neck and tossing me down. He strikes me with his baton, a hard blow to the kidney. “You wanted to know. Now listen!”

	“I don’t want to know. I don’t want to know!”

	“Her boots were next to the front door.”

	“That’s not true!” I kick my feet. “I took her home early. She was wearing black sneakers. I remember!”

	“She went out after an argument with her mom and drank when she got home. There was a bottle of vodka on the kitchen counter.”

	“She never drank alone. She wouldn’t.”

	“She wrote you and her parents each a note that she left in their home, not yours.” He hits me again. “That makes both notes their property. So don’t force that couple to relive their mistake.”

	“What mistake?”

	“Straighten out, Dylan.”

	“What mistake!”

	“Did you just tell him to straighten out?” A voice taut with anger comes from the Tahoe. “Why don’t you straighten out, Dorazio? Get off him, you scuzzy cop. If I tell—”

	“Shut up back there!”

	“Who’s that?” I look up, seeing the girl in the burgundy coat staring out the back window of Ed’s SUV. She’s here.

	Ed uses my head as a crutch to stand. “Dylan, give it a rest. They’ve been through enough.” The girl shrinks in the seat when she sees Ed coming. He twirls his baton as he walks. “Make sure you thank Sean for calling me. He saved your ass tonight.”

	“He called you?”

	A dark car turns onto the street and parks behind Ed’s SUV. Ed opens the back door of his Tahoe and motions at her to get out.

	“Come on, time to go.”

	“No,” she says.

	“I’m done babysitting. Get out.”

	“I’ll walk home, tell him to go away.” She glances at the car.

	Ed puts his hands in the air, palms up, signaling to the guy in the car that she’s not moving. The driver’s-side door swings open and a man built like a Mack truck steps out, just the opposite of Ed’s fat face and his middle-aged beer gut. He snaps his fingers at the Tahoe.

	“Step out of the vehicle,” he says, marching toward us, dressed in a white shirt and a black tie. He’s carrying a gun and wearing a badge—all business. This is no street cop. He must be a chief from another district, the guy Ed just called to meet us here.

	His focus is on the girl, still snapping his fingers and whistling at her to follow orders like she’s a dog. “Now,” he commands. “Autumn, get out. I don’t have time for this.”

	Autumn. He called her Autumn.

	“No,” she says.

	“Get out!” He reaches inside and drags her out by her arm. “Who said you could do this?”

	“I can do whatever the hell I want.”

	That’s twice in one night. Two men have jostled her this way and that, but this time I’m at a loss, not about to step between her and this police chief when I don’t even know what’s going on.

	He forces her to his car and pushes her inside, fighting to get the seat belt across her chest.

	“Don’t touch me.” She slaps his hand away.

	He closes the door then gets behind the wheel. Ed follows suit, getting in his Tahoe. They flash their lights at one another before driving off, taillights fading to black, the sounds of the city muted by the snow.

	I’m left behind to sit in the cold as if I don’t even exist.

	I take out my smokes, crushed from the night, sensing deep frown lines wrinkling my forehead as I bend one back into shape. I flip it in my mouth and light it, the silence of the dead-end street somewhat soothing, until my ass falls numb and I decide it’s time to call Sean for a ride home.

	I finally make it to my bed and crash without undressing, keeping the poem from Autumn locked in my hand, listening to the wind whistling through cracks in the window frames.
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	I spent a week in my routine of working and drinking at the bar. Work. Drink. Keep busy. Work. Drink. Emotional avoidance. There are only so many days I can repeat that behavior before needing an ASMR break to lessen my depression. Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response, a method Heather often used to relax before an exam or when she had anxiety. She tried it on me when I couldn’t calm down after a bloody fight at a dealer’s house. I was skeptical at first; her description of it sounded like cult mind control, but when her whispering put me at peace within fifteen minutes, my skepticism turned to awe. I felt tingling in the back of my head that ran down my spine as if her soft fingertips were massaging my brain. My muscles loosened, and I was asleep within an hour—the most relaxed I’d been after one of Ed’s jobs in years.

	After I lost her, I did a Google search for ASMR and found it was an online movement with thousands of people creating videos as a full-time job. Channels have hundreds of thousands of subscribers, the best videos with over a million views.

	Not every trigger works, a few make me restless, like the tapping, or typing, or other repetitive sounds that make me want to punch the wall. But the personal attention videos, the ones based more on roleplay, are gold. My favorite go-to woman has twenty of them. I open her channel on my laptop and click the Tingly, Relaxing Massage video. She smiles and whispers, hello.

	“Hey.” I lean back on my bed and close my eyes, visualizing the glitter on her cheeks, and her tat-covered arms. She’s pretty, but this isn’t sexual in any way. It’s not porn. I’m using her only for the calm.

	“Welcome back to the family,” she says. “My channel is a safe place. I won’t do anything without asking you first. Okay?”

	“Okay.”

	“Okay.” She inhales. “Breathe with me and relaaax … relaaax … relaaax…”

	“Dylan, wake up!” Sean pounds on my bedroom door. “Yo, let’s go. We gotta get a move on if we’re gonna eat before the job.”

	“Give me five.” My voice is high-pitched, sounding like it did when I was a kid masturbating in the bathroom and my mom knocked on the door. “Five minutes,” I say, more composed. “I’m getting dressed.”

	He tramples down the stairs of our small two-story house, mumbling as he goes.

	I close my laptop and roll on my side. After the long nap I took earlier, I must still be clearing a heavy-headed haze, losing track of time. Did I fall asleep to the ASMR? Was I restarting the video after already running through it? Maybe it was all in a dream.

	I rub my jawline, my thoughts turning to Autumn.

	Cracking her clever poem and fantasizing about her in my bed occasionally flared me back to life this week. I’ve kept her close, using her gorgeous face as a visual each night to stroke myself to sleep.

	“Dylan, get up!”

	I let out a hard exhale. “I’m coming.”

	“I’ll warm up your truck. Don’t fall back asleep!” he yells.

	I roll out of bed and dress for the party. Long underwear, a gray hoodie, black jeans … black boots, black coat, and of course, my knife. Forgetting to take it back from Sean before driving into the unknown with Autumn was risky. Somehow, a girl I know nothing about has me whipped.

	 

	•  •  •

	 

	Sean sips his Coke while gazing out the window, fat snowflakes melting down the glass. I owe Ed a favor for saving my ass from the Andersons, which translates into doing a snitch job tonight. Should be a quick stop at a college party in a rental house that Ed’s department is convinced has cocaine flowing out of it. Then we can head to the bar, and I can call Autumn.

	I take her poem out of my coat pocket and drop it in his lap.

	“This damn thing again?” He unfolds it and reads the first three lines aloud.

	the dark starless melancholy of a man

	the secret in the house

	an end to the wretched

	“Who talks like that?” he asks.

	“Women do.”

	“Nah.” He sips his Coke. “Y’know, if you haven’t figured it out yet, you never will. Just give up and move on.” He crumbles the paper into a ball and tosses it onto the dash. “You’ve been a grump about it all week.”

	“No I haven’t.”

	“Yesss,” he hisses. “Find a new girl and get laid.”

	“7-5-5,” I say, glancing at him. “The lines you just read are the numbers 7-5-5.”

	He takes the paper off the dash and rereads it. “Where do you see that?” He holds it a few inches from his face.

	“Does looking at it up close magically reveal a secret? If so, you should’ve told me that last weekend. It would’ve helped.”

	He looks at me funny. “You’re lying.” He lobs the paper into the back. “Last night at the bar, I saw you staring at it. I know you haven’t figured it out.”

	“7-5-5.”

	“Wrong. Admit it. You’re obsessed with that chick and her poem.”

	“Nope.” My fast-food bag crinkles as I take out a second burrito, the first one devoured in under a minute.

	“You like her.”

	“Nope,” I lie, my mouth full of food. “I have a zillion questions for her. That’s all.”

	He swats my leg. “You wanna screw her. Say it.”

	“Nope.”

	He slides his Coke straw through the hole of the plastic lid, causing a grating noise. Fwwwp. He knows my hatred of repetitive sounds. Fwwwp. Clicking of pens, tapping on hard surfaces, hearing people chew. Fwwwp-fwwwp. It makes my blood boil.

	Fwwwp.

	“Sean, sit still for once.”

	He ignores me and slides it faster like he’s cooking up a tune.

	I clench the wheel. “Stop!” With my fist in front of his face, I repeat the first line of the poem, raising one finger for every word. “The … dark … starless … melancholy…” I continue to count through the words. “Seven. Seven in the first line, then five in the second line, and so on.”

	He puts his Coke in the cup holder, and I finally get some peace.

	“How’d you figure that out?” He counts on his fingers, whispering to himself.

	“I didn’t. My dad did.”

	He laughs. “Of course. Leave it to Pete Marzley to save the day. Your parents are the best.”

	That’s true, my parents are amazing. My mom brings pounds of her homemade Polish sausage to the bar each week to stock our fridge, and my dad is a saint to put up with my moodiness. Sean’s mom, on the other hand, doesn’t cook, or show affection, or have any motherly traits. She only cares about one thing—money. An uptight bank manager by day, political blogger by night, she never has time for him.

	“Autumn said men aren’t intelligent. Remember? We have peanut-sized brains. You proved her right by letting your dad figure it out.”

	“Pea-sized,” I correct. “And Autumn won’t find out.”

	“Well, how’d Pete solve it?”

	“Subtraction.”

	“What?”

	“When he taught me subtraction in first grade, he’d lay out four playing cards, take two away, and ask how many were left. I’d count the numbers on the cards, instead of the number of cards in front of me. Like five diamonds, and two spades. I’d say seven. The answer was two.”

	“See, a peanut.”

	“Would you let me finish?”

	He stuffs his mouth with a burrito and waves his hand to go on.

	“He said things aren’t as complicated as I make them out to be. Once he flipped the cards over, I saw each one as a single object, no numbers showing. The poem is the same. Autumn distracted me with her words. It was a trick. My dad scanned her poem and turned it upside down, around, and flipped it over and back. He said to stop focusing on the meaning of the words and try to see each one as a single shape. Puzzle solved.”

	“See, I love your dad. My mom would’ve told me to get a life.”

	“Or a better job.” I laugh.

	His mom is always on his case about being a finance manager for auto loans, saying it doesn’t count as real employment, that working at a car dealership is sleazy, and he’d be better off working at a bank, like her.

	“You ever find anything out about the guy from the alley?” he asks.

	“I wish. Ed took his wallet that night, and I haven’t seen anything on the news. It’s another reason I want to talk to Autumn.”

	“And to find out why she was in Ed’s SUV.”

	“Right. Ed won’t tell me jack about her. The only thing I figured out was the other guy he called that night is a chief in another district. I saw his photo online.”

	“Dylan?” He licks his fingers clean.

	“Huh?”

	“You’ve got a lot of problems.” He smiles wide, finishing his food and sweeping the crumbs off his wool sweatpants. “So where’s this party?”

	“West Linwood area, near Campus Avenue.”

	“Pretty close to the bar.”

	“About five minutes west.”

	I check the time on my cell. Nine o’clock. I expect a packed house by now.

	Two years back, we showed up at a house with only ten people inside: guys in muscle shirts, arms and necks covered with tats. We stood out like two wussies wearing white figure skates at an ice rink. It wasn’t a college party like Ed had said, they weren’t kids from the streets; these guys were in their forties and wondering what the hell we were doing at their house. After two steps inside, we apologized and said we were at the wrong address, asked them if they knew so-and-so, a random made-up name, and left.

	That night was a total bust, a job for a plain-clothes cop, not us. We’re better at blending in with high school and college kids. Older cops—notably Ed—don’t stand a chance getting close to an eighteen-year-old dealing for a heavyweight supplier. When we hang with them, we know the language, the trends, the music, and we gain enough trust to scrounge up the information to pinpoint the house the drugs are coming from, handing Ed and his friends the recognition for the bust. Now, Ed uses us specifically to rid the area of the suppliers to the college crowd, which takes us closer to the drugs and the key distributors, meaning, we have to be quick about it. The threat of being found out and killed goes up a notch inside a supplier’s house compared to talking to lowlifes dealing junk out on the streets. There’s no escape inside, like getting your head caught in a beaver trap. Game over.

	“We’re too old to be doing this,” Sean says.

	“I don’t disagree.”

	“Soon we’ll be known as old townies hanging around these parties to score a handjob from the incoming freshmen chicks.” He points at a parking spot that’s just a block from the house.

	“We dress too well to be seen as townies. I’d say we’re starting to look like undercover cops because of the short haircuts.”

	“Cops? That’s even worse.” He buttons his wool coat and lowers his black Nike cap to hide his eyes. “I thought I was doing you a favor last weekend by calling Ed when you didn’t answer my text. Now I wish I hadn’t.”

	“I know. Me too. We’re stuck again.”

	Ed has no plans to let us walk away. He can easily get word out on the streets that Sean and I are narcs. We’d be taken out. Or worse. Since we’ve dumped bodies for him, he could pin those on us and arrest us for murder. We’d end up in prison.

	“Ready?” he asks.

	“Ready.” We knock fists. I lock the truck, and we trudge through the deep tire tracks along the street. “This won’t take long. I’ll get you a beer when it’s over.”

	“Two beers … no, I want a pitcher.”

	“Deal.”

	We climb the front steps of the classic two-story Northland home, the porch heaving with people smoking clove cigarettes.

	“It’s packed,” Sean shouts, walking through a cracked wooden door propped open with a brick.

	I nod and take a quick look around. We know this floor plan by heart. A living room in the front opens to a dining room, and behind that is the kitchen. A flight of stairs by the front door leads to bedrooms and a bath. There should be an attic and a dank basement, and house parties like this always have a band cranking out cover songs in one of the two. With the floor vibrating under my feet and a bass guitar overpowering the voices in the room, I know the band is directly below us, likely surrounded by groupies smoking pot, crouched low due to the ceiling height. Basements in the city are spider infested and stink of mold. I can only handle going down there when I’m drunk.

	We elbow our way into the dining room on a quest for beer, moving inches at a time. Grabbed and shoved, stroked and snubbed.

	I used to bring Jake to some of these parties, the ones not connected to Ed, nights when our group went out just to have a good time. Jake was an expert at weeding through the rooms. He’d find the guy handing out the beer cups, locate the kegs that weren’t kicked, and spent the night trying to pick up college women. They thought he was cute and innocent. Sly is more like it. With ruddy cheeks and his crooked bottom tooth showing, he’d lean in and whisper God-knows-what to them. He got it from watching Heather and me—the skim of a finger over a shoulder, the brush of a lip over an ear—we touched like we couldn’t get enough of one another. And Jake figured out it drives women wild. Plus his threatening black hair and squinty gray eyes, like mine, gave him a bad boy look, an irresistible combination that women couldn’t resist.

	Sean pokes my arm, distracting me before I begin to lament over his death. “Back that way.” He points at a guy taking cash and handing out cups.

	There’re no written rules that we have to pay, but most people do, knowing the money will be used to fund the next party. When the cash flow stops, so does the beer.

	We get in line, held up by a group of sorority girls yakking about a new App. Sean fidgets. He looks at the clock in the kitchen and folds his arms. A second later, he takes off his cap and uses it to fan his face.

	“Come on. What’s taking so long?” He stands on his tiptoes and looks over their heads. “Hurry up. I’m drying out back here.”

	Weed drifts up from the basement, skunk smell of a boring drug. Cops won’t bother with it unless there’s a truckload. It’s too insignificant to do any harm. They’re after the harder drugs that lead to violence in the neighborhood, causing the crime rate to climb.

	“Ten each,” the beer guy says to us, putting his hand on a stack of red cups, holding a wad of cash in the other.

	“Hey, you didn’t charge the women,” Sean says.

	“Ten,” he repeats.

	“This is gender discrimination. It’s the same at bars. Women don’t have to pay to get in. They get free drinks. What do men get?”

	Here we go again. “Sean, mellow out. We always donate some cash.”

	“Yeah, we donate. This guy’s saying we have to pay.”

	“Don’t start. It’s no biggie.”

	“Since when is there a charge?” he asks the guy.

	One of the sorority girls turns and listens.

	“You’ll make more money than a woman in the long run, so I’m charging you. Fifteen each.” The guy ups the price, trying to impress the women in the room.

	Sean looks at me. “Don’t pay him.”

	“Why?” I say through clenched teeth. “You’ll get us kicked out.”

	The sorority girl marches over and whacks his chest. “Hurry up and pay the guy, my friends are waiting behind you. What’s your problem?”

	“My problem?” He lowers his head and blows the spot where she hit him. “If I slapped your chest, you’d call the cops and have me arrested for assault. You have no idea where I’m coming from, or how—”

	I cover his mouth and gag him. “We haven’t been here five minutes and you’re already locking horns with everyone. Can you at least last an hour and down a few beers before this starts?” I release him and hand the guy a twenty. “Here, ten each, okay?”

	He takes the cash and shoves the cups at our chests. “One drink, then get out. Old men don’t belong at college parties.”

	I fib so we can stay longer. “I’m twenty. We’re students.” I hold the cup between my front teeth and unzip my coat. Sean heads for the keg, grazing against the sorority girl on his way out. I’ll try to use his outburst in our favor. “Got anything here that will help my friend relax? Maybe something a bit stronger than weed?”

	He gives me a chin flick and says, “Get the hell outta my face.”

	The guy’s too sober to take the bait. But it would’ve been great if he’d said, “Upstairs. Ask for Joe. He’s got stuff.”

	I weave through the crowd to a keg for a fill-up, then meet Sean alongside a wall by the stairs. He refuses to look me in the eye.

	“Hey. What the hell happened back there?”

	“Tell ya later.”

	“Tell me now.” I lean beside him, placing my foot against the wall.

	“Don’t get on my case. We’ll talk about it later tonight.” He chugs his beer.

	I elbow him and lean closer. “Ed’s job isn’t as important as whatever went down today. Spill it. Why are you so upset?”

	He swirls his cup, generating a whirlpool with the beer. This room, this house, my life—it’s the same feeling as being trapped in the circular current. People shimmy past, their arms raised to squeeze on by. Inward bound, pay the man, pour a beer, move on out. Circle past, hike upstairs, march back down. Faces repeat every minute.

	“Sean. Talk to me.”

	“I quit my job … then I went groveling back.”

	“Over what?” I lower my cup.

	“What do you think?” He holds out his arms and looks down at himself. Yep. Someone ticked him off, big time. “Get this,” he shouts over the band. “I was doing paperwork for some moneyed hag so she could buy a new car, and she asked if someone else could help because she didn’t trust me to do it right. I should’ve told her off, but I left instead.” He downs the rest of his beer and shakes his head.

	“People are assholes,” I tell him. “If it happens again, say something. Who cares if you get fired? Look, you can always work at the bar until you find another job.”

	He’s sensitive, and I don’t blame him. But he has to be on his game when we search the house for the coke. If someone’s dealing in here, no doubt they’ll have a gun. He can’t be in this headspace.

	“No distractions, Sean, I need you to be a hundred percent with me.” I kick his boot. “Listening?”

	He nods.

	“Look, Heather was a rich white girl who thought you were kickass. She loved you. Don’t let one racist person set you off. All right?”

	He shrugs. “You don’t understand.”

	“The hell I don’t. People call me a dumb Polack every week. You know that. You hear the guys at the bar with the stupid jokes they toss out at me. ‘Hey, did you hear about the Polish family that froze to death? They were waiting to see the movie Closed for the Winter.’ ”

	He laughs. Hard.

	“Good, glad my dumb Polack jokes can make you feel better.”

	He laughs even louder. “You’re right, Dylan. Your life sucks.” He taps his empty cup on my forehead and wanders away for a refill, leaving me to scope out the room.

	Guys sweat in their wool coats, having no place to ditch them, while women endure the stuffy house in their fleece hats, not wanting to parade around with hat head. I study the small clusters to locate who might live here. Two people are arguing on my right, and two kids who are far too young to be students are on my left. I’d say they’re in middle school, at best. They look up at everyone who walks by, geekishly holding their beer cups with two hands. Yeah, middle schoolers, for sure. And all the college clichés are out in droves. Beauty queens taking selfies, stoners with half-moon eyes, jocks in college sweatshirts, and a circle of nerdy women with thick glasses and nappy ponytails trying desperately to fit in. It’s a typical mix. There’s even the usual loner in the corner.

	“Sorry to act like a pisser,” Sean cuts in. “It’s been a long day.”

	The loner in the corner…

	“Who you staring at?”

	I lift my beer in her direction. “Autumn.”

	He looks across the room. “What’s she doing here?”

	“She must be a student.”

	I stare at her, taking swigs of beer, acting like a robot with my precise movements. At just fifteen feet away, she turns my palms sweaty and sends my heartbeats stampeding. I’m nervous about losing track of her in this crowd. And worried that she’ll run off if I approach.

	“Dylan, she spooks me out. Find a girl who doesn’t hang at house parties alone.”

	“She’s not spooky.”

	“Yeah, she is. Look at the way she’s eyeing you. She’s either sizing up your dick or your coffin.”

	“Either way, I’m game.”

	He crosses his arms, his cup off to the side. “She hasn’t even blinked.”

	“You can’t tell that from here.”

	“And she’s wearing the same outfit she wore last week.”

	“I wear the same coat all winter.”

	“You’re a guy. For a woman, that’s a big deal. Walk away, I’m telling ya, a lone wolf is a sign of trouble.”

	“Woot-woot-woot!” An assembly line of drunks reels through the front door with their fists pumping in the air. “Here’s to the King! What King? Fuh-King!” they chant. The tallest guy reaches up and rides the ceiling fan. He brings it down and hits the floor in a thud. Ceiling wires spark. Women scream. It’s ridiculously chaotic and tiresome. I’ve never wanted friends like this. They require way too much attention, and way too much beer.

	“Here’s to the King!” The chant continues into the dining room. “What King? Fuh-King!”

	Without the ceiling light, faces transform into shadows. I pull out a cigarette while tracking Autumn through the room. She’s moved from the corner to a heavy-curtained window.

	“Stop fussing over her. We need to get to work so we can get out of here.”

	She types something into her phone, and my pocket vibrates.

	It’s not her.

	It’s a text from Ed.

	Two blocks away. Waiting.

	I show it to Sean. He pats his hip where he keeps his gun. He’s ready, but I’m not. I need five minutes to talk to Autumn before we search the house.

	“Too soon,” I say.

	He rolls his eyes. “Hurry up and talk to her so we can go.”

	I hand him my beer and step into a wave of people, my smoke held between my lips, working my way through the raging river of kids. There’s no channel to follow. I absorb the impact of floating debris, pummeled and turned about, finally steering my way through to the other side.

	“Hi,” I say, finger-combing my hair forward before taking another drag of my smoke. She looks past me and around the room. “I said, hi.” I snap my fingers in her face. “What’s the deal? Is this another game?” She ignores me. I rub the back of my neck. “Hey, you could at least look at me.”

	“Dylan, if you can’t take the time to figure out a poem and call me, then you won’t put the time and effort into a relationship. It was a simple test. You failed. Period.”

	“What?” My nose scrunches at her dominance. “Screw you.” I head back into the flurry of people. I’m not turning into a girl’s obedient puppet. “You’re wrong. You failed, not me,” I call back.

	“She had her eyes on you the entire way across the room,” Sean says. “She say she wasn’t interested again?”

	“Forget it. I’ll pick up a slut from the bar later on.”

	“God, you’re crazy over her, or you wouldn’t be this upset. What’d she say?”

	The men in the kitchen start another chant. “Chug! Chug! Chug!” They coordinate a series of manly grunts, surrounding the keg with red cups waving in the air. The stupidity spreads into this room when the two younger kids raise their cups and join in. “Chug! Chug!”

	“How obnoxious,” Sean says.

	I take out my cell, debating if I want to call Autumn to prove her wrong. “She’s selfish. She wants a long-term boyfriend,” I tell him. “She thinks I failed her test.” I look across and see her watching me like a hawk. Screw the cell. I’ll put on a show.

	I raise my hands, about to present seven fingers to begin flashing her number, but she takes a full-blooded strut in my direction before I have a chance.

	“Dylan,” Sean says.

	I drop my arms.

	“Dylan, she’s unbuttoning her coat.” He puts a hand on his gun. “Get ready for something.”

	Her coat falls off her shoulders and slides down her arms. The sight of her body sends my cigarette tumbling from my mouth to the floor. Her snug transparent shirt, the color of her pale skin, leaves nothing, nothing, to the imagination. Bra, belly, every inch of her trim torso is visible through the fabric.

	“Holy shit,” I whisper.

	She stops in front of me, a finger on my lips, her bootheel snuffing out my smoke. “Say what’s on your mind, Dylan. Be honest. Tell me exactly what you’re thinking right this very second.” She frees my lips and waits for an answer, a strand of hair over one eye.

	“Damn,” Sean whispers, mouth hanging open.

	I hold my breath. What else would be on my mind besides sex when she’s standing an inch away looking so fine?

	Her hand latches onto my belt, tugging me forward. “With your eyes on my boobs, I know your answer, no need to say a word.” She pushes me away. “How sad.”

	I hold out my hands, palms up. “I can’t help it. You’re beautiful.”

	“Nice try.” She walks to the stairs, bringing her coat up over her shoulders.

	“Hey, I know it’s obvious that I want you. You don’t have to treat me like I’m an asshole because of it!” I shout. “So what if I think you’re hot? So what? Let’s do it, okay? How ’bout that?”

	“Shh.” Sean nudges. “What are you doing?”

	“Hey, Autumn. Let’s fuck!”

	Sean lowers his head and groans. “You dumbass.”

	Autumn turns around, shocked. A ripple of silence disables the room.

	“Um … that’s not … that didn’t come out right.” I regret the words the second I see her fists.

	“Go upstairs. Tap-that-ass,” the drunks cheer.

	“Shut up!” Sean shouts.

	Autumn charges back and grabs my hand, pulling me upstairs.

	“Autumn, wait. I didn’t mean it.”

	A round of applause spreads throughout the room.

	“How do you know my name?” She glances over her shoulder.

	“Rick said it last weekend.”

	“He shouldn’t have.” She leads me past a line of ogling women sitting on the steps. Up, up, closer and closer to the bedrooms.

	“I’m sorry. Really. I can’t help it. You knock me out. Okay? Is that so wrong?”

	“It’s always the same.” She sounds disappointed. “I’ll give you what you want. Then it’s over.”

	“No, I don’t want it. I mean, I do. But not here, not now.”

	Sounds of sex, laughter, and dominant drunks flood the second floor. It’s total turmoil up here.

	“Autumn. Let’s talk.”

	Couples grind in the hall, waiting for a chance to slip into the first bedroom that’s free.

	Pull her back. Make her listen. You haven’t been hooked on a girl since Heather. Screw her now and it’s all over. Don’t. Don’t do it.

	I’m not sure why I don’t stop her. I’m stronger than she is. I can put an end to this. But I keep following, hypnotized by the warm highlights in her hair swinging across her back, being controlled by her suggestive walk and the brilliance of her burgundy coat.

	We pass a guy finger-tapping the wall next to the bathroom door. With Autumn in front of me, and all the commotion surrounding us, that’s the one thing my brain catches and retains. Tap. Tap. Tap.

	I spin Autumn around. “Please, stop!” I shout at her, or at him—at both of them. Her hands rest on my arms to keep me at a safe distance.

	My eyes rake her from head to toe, her outfit turning my palms slick with sweat. Everything inside me is hot. Our eyes lock and our chests rise and fall in unison. It takes a ton of willpower not to kiss her, and a boatload of restraint not to carry her home and rip off her clothes. Discipline. It’s not easy. But the wait is electrifying, exactly what drew me to Heather.

	“I like you,” I whisper.

	She doesn’t hear me over the noise. In a louder voice, I tell her what she wants to hear. I begin rattling off her phone number.

	Her eyes light up, and she lowers her arms.

	“I was going to call you tonight,” I say. “I figured it out last night.”

	She tries to hide a smile, biting her bottom lip, then the top, and the bottom again. Cute.

	“You ready?” She grips the handle of the door next to us.

	I shake my head. “No. I like you more than just a quick lay.”

	Sean appears at my side and slaps my back.

	“Him too,” she says. “You two ready?”

	“For what?” I ask.

	“The Snowman.” She slides off her coat, flaunting the see-through shirt again. With her hands to each side of the doorjamb, she tilts forward and flashes her cleavage, giving the door a swift kick. “Little pig, little pig, let me in.”

	The door opens a crack.

	“Hi,” she says in a sexy voice, cocking her head. “I’m here to buy some fun.” She paws at the door until it opens wider.

	A burly guy grabs her arm and pulls her inside. Sean’s next. Then me.

	The deadbolt clunks, locking us in, and we stumble in total darkness.
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	I feel my way up a flight of stairs to an open attic space. A dingy sheet covers the lone window, blocking the city lights from flooding the room. The pungent smell of rat piss and thick smoke clouds engulfs me whole.

	“Mack. You’ve got three waiting for some coke.”

	A low-hanging bulb dangles on a long cord from the middle of the ceiling.

	“Be right out.” A drawling voice answers from an unlit corner of the room.

	Grungy mattresses line the walls—a young woman zoned out on one, a dead mouse with its head caught in a trap on the foot of another.

	Autumn drapes her coat over her forearm and brushes her hair off her shoulders. She twists left and right, joyfully humming as she waits. Is she a dealer here for a pickup? A user? I don’t know which, but I hate it that she’s here buying drugs.

	“Mack, you got three here.”

	“I heard ya, Billy. Keep cool. They can wait.”

	I need to get a text out to Ed. We were supposed to find out if there’s a supply, where it’s kept, then get out so the cops can raid the place. But Autumn took us right into the mouth of the shark.

	“I drank your beer,” Sean says, shuffling his feet.

	“What is that, three?”

	“Four. I had one before we left the house.”

	“Are you drunk?”

	“Get me another, and I will be.”

	“Dammit, Sean.” He’s focused on beer, and I’m focused on getting the hell out of here.

	A middle-aged guy with curls sticking out from underneath a backward baseball cap walks up to Autumn. Must be Mack. “Four for a bump or sixty for a gram.” His tattered gray jeans and white tee are too small, his military boots too big. “You’ll do it here your first time. Take a seat on the sofa.” The unlit cigarette hanging from his lip muffles his words. “Who ya with, sweetheart?” He throws a sharp look at Sean and me.

	“My boyfriends.” She puts her arms around us and brings us closer.

	“A threesome.” He grins while scratching his crotch. “Right on.”

	“A gram, please. And we want to save it for when we have sex at home,” she says.

	“We have beds right here.” His curly hair, bony face, and slow speech remind me of Matthew McConaughey. “Sit down with your friends.”

	She tilts her head, doing her best to charm him. “I’ll be more comfortable if we can take it home. I don’t want to be naked here.”

	He draws a handgun from the back of his jeans and positions the muzzle between her eyes. “First time you buy from me, you do it here. You’ll have plenty left over for later.”

	“But—”

	“Take. A. Seat.” The muzzle presses into her forehead.

	“Okay.” She looks cross-eyed at the barrel.

	“Billy, set up a virgin special for them. Let’s make their night.” He slides the gun down her face and under her chin, raising her head until she’s staring at the plank ceiling. “You’re a nice piece of ass. I’d like to have you myself.”

	“She’s taken,” I say, stepping forward, not happy about where this is heading. “Taken.”

	He turns the gun on me. I raise my hands, feeling my cell vibrate, and spotting Sean’s fingers fluttering next to his side.

	Sean, don’t do it. Pulling your pocket pistol will get us all killed.

	“We good?” Mack asks.

	The three of us nod.

	“Sit.” He waves his gun toward the sofa.

	“Mack, be nice. Don’t ruin my high,” a woman complains from one of the mattresses.

	“Shut your trap over there.” He scratches his chin with the gun.

	We squeeze onto the sofa. Sean’s cell vibrates against my hip. Ed likely thinks we’re getting drunk and hitting on women. He’ll figure out soon enough that something’s wrong … I hope.

	Billy comes back and passes off a glass pipe. Meth. I see crystals in the clear bowl through the residue.

	“I love you rich kids.” Mack brushes a finger across his lips. “Pockets full of your mommy and daddy’s cash. No cares. No responsibilities. No idea what you’re going to do with your life, so you pass the time in outer space.” He looks at Sean and me, then at Autumn. “You get slammed at the same time by these two?” He laughs. “Bet that feels nice, real nice.” He sits on the coffee table in front of us.

	“My friend said you’re cool and easygoing, but you’re scaring me,” Autumn says. “I just came for a quick rush, not meth. It lasts way too long to be my thing.”

	“Well then, what is your thing? Being a princess in this fancy coat?” He feels the fabric between his thumb and forefinger. “Or being a whore in that shirt?” He moves the gun up her waist, placing the glass pipe between her lips. “Beer. Coke. Crystal. Getting tongued by these two men. There’s no difference here. It’s all about getting high anyway you can.” He leans back, leaving the pipe in her mouth.

	Sean shifts on the sofa whenever his cell vibrates. I match his unease, wiping my sweaty hands on my jeans as Autumn rubs her arms for warmth, the pipe shaking between her quivering lips. She places her coat over her lap, putting her hands in her pockets.

	Mack lights his cigarette and exhales smoke through his crooked nose. “Don’t be afraid of it. Everyone starts here.” He holds the flame to the pipe. “You’ll find you like what I have, and next weekend your ass will be back in this same spot asking for more. Soon I’ll be your God.”

	The woman on the mattress relights a pipe for another hit while my cell vibrates for the millionth time. I can hear and sense what’s happening in the room, but I’m unable to see everything that’s around. There could be ten guys in the shadows pointing guns at us, and we wouldn’t know it.

	“I don’t believe in God,” Autumn speaks around the pipe.

	Billy walks over with a gram, tossing it in her lap. He crosses his arms, showing off a handgun at his hip.

	“What you crave becomes your drug which becomes your God,” Mack says. “There’s your gram. Pay up, take my gift, and don’t insult me.” He holds the lighter under the pipe and tells her to inhale. She doesn’t. “Take a deep breath or take your last breath.” He cocks his gun.

	I hold my breath.

	At this moment, nothing seems to matter. Not that I’m only twenty-two, it’s February again, and Heather and Jake have been dead for a year. Not that I’m always drunk, and always cold, and I haven’t done a thing with my life. Not that I’m still stuck doing these jobs for Ed and earning meager pay at the bar. Not that I’m falling for the girl sitting next to me on a filthy sofa with a meth pipe in her mouth, or that I live in a dying city, or that I, too, might die tonight.

	Mack snatches the pipe and hands it back to Billy. “I’m just messing with you asinine kids. Do a bump of the gram, then take the rest and get outta here.” He turns the brim of his cap forward and leans away with a resounding laugh. “I promise. It’s the best shit you’ve ever had.”

	I nod incessantly, agreeing to the coke. We can handle that, we’ve sampled it in front of dealers a handful of times. Snort and go. This is good. Anything other than the meth is good. Good. Good. Good.

	I take the gram from her lap and open the seal, using my pinkie to shovel a tiny mound onto the back of my hand. I hold it in front of Autumn, and she snorts it up like she’s been jonesing for it all night.

	“Perfect.” She wipes her nose. “Hit it. Hit it.” She snaps her fingers, waiting a minute to feel a kick.

	Sean snorts a more significant amount than Autumn. Then he elbows me to do it quick so we can bolt.

	“You’re happy.” Mack winks at Autumn.

	She smiles when it possesses her. I snort mine and lean back, waiting for it to take hold.

	“Awesome.” I grin, loving it a bit too much.

	The wave of euphoria backtracks into alarm. Autumn twists and turns, looking this way and that. Sean sits up, grips the arm of the sofa. I hear it. Everyone hears it.

	Billy races to the stairs. “Mack, I think the cops are here. Ditch the stuff!”

	“No. It’s just a fight,” Sean says.

	“It’s a fight,” I repeat, knowing we have to get out quick or one of us will end up dead.

	I look around for an escape, but with the screaming downstairs, the storm of thudding footfalls, and the mayhem tearing through the house, I know it’s too late.

	Mack raises his gun.

	“It’s just a fight.” I try again.

	He stands and Sean stands. The woman on the mattress curls into a ball. The coke intensifies the commotion. The attic shakes, and I feel as if I’m falling into the stomach of the house. A door crashes in below us, and another as the cops make their way through the second floor. Wood splinters. Kids shriek. Boots clomp up the stairs. Then flashlights orbit the ceiling and walls, adding to the chaos and the confusion.

	“Hands up! Hands up!”

	Mack aims his gun just as a blast explodes from Autumn’s coat. Puffs of fabric float through the air like snow. He lands in my lap, chest pumping out blood, eyes wide with fear. A second shot rings out, coming from Sean’s pistol, the bullet hitting Billy in the head.

	Life or death.

	Mack lifts his head and points the gun at my chest.

	Life or death.

	I fight to turn it back on him.

	Life or death.

	Then panic and take a shot.

	Blood seeps from his forehead and down the middle of his face, his dead eyes fixed to mine. I shove his limp body to the floor and drop his gun, rubbing my palms on my legs.

	“Get on the ground! The three of you, on the ground!”

	The cops shouldn’t have charged inside. They shouldn’t have torn through the house and kicked in the doors, or sent out gyrating waves of light with their flashlights. No-brained fools. We would’ve been out of here in less than five. Five minutes, just five more minutes.

	They shouldn’t cuff us. There’s no need to walk us out with our coats over our heads and cram us into the back of Ed’s Tahoe. They should’ve let us dart out and vanish with everyone else.

	“Autumn, what the hell were you doing there?” Ed pounds the steering wheel once we’re all inside. “Son of a bitch. Did you mess this up? Did you? Did you fuck this shit up?” He bangs the metal partition cage that’s between us.

	“Rinky-dink cop. Uncuff us.” She kicks the cage.

	The veins in his neck bulge, his skin turning cardinal red. “Who shot them? Who did it?”

	“I did,” she admits.

	“Me,” Sean says.

	“I killed him,” I answer.

	“Ed, take a breather before you have a heart attack.” His partner, Kevin, pats his shoulder from the passenger seat.

	“That supply they had was nothing. Insignificant. Where’s the stash? Who do they get it from? How do we ask them when they’re dead?” Ed rages. “How do we account for the bullets? We didn’t shoot. I didn’t shoot. Did you think of that? What the hell happened up there?”

	“You barged in!” I shout back. “It’s your fault!”

	“Hey, I saved that cop’s life,” Sean says. “He would’ve been dead the second he reached the top of the stairs if I hadn’t shot the guy.”

	“You’re pathetic, Dorazio. I’ll have someone take care of this if you can’t.” Autumn drops back and raises her feet to the seat. She lifts her ass and slides her hands under her backside, bringing her cuffed wrists under her feet to the front. Still cuffed, but no longer confined behind her back.

	“Autumn, don’t you dare say a word to anyone,” Ed warns. “Not a word.”

	She digs through my coat pocket for my cigarettes, lights one up, and offers me a drag.

	“Don’t smoke in here.” Ed rattles the cage.

	“Then pull over and let us out,” she says.

	I’m sweating, and paranoid, and restless that I’m cuffed and confined in the back seat. Maybe we’re being arrested. Maybe Ed set us up to send us to prison. No, that’s too risky for him. I don’t trust him though. I don’t trust Autumn either. At this point, I don’t even trust myself.

	Autumn whispers, and I ask her what she said, but she says she didn’t say anything. She whispers again, but it’s not her. I hear voices. I’m suspicious of her, of Ed, and his partner. The coke’s claimed me. My vision fills with floating spots of light, and my mind fills with thoughts of death. I can’t get the whispers out of my head, or the sound of Jake tapping the ice with his hockey stick. I told him to stop, but he wouldn’t. He was using the stick to push the body toward the crack because he didn’t want to touch it. Then he tapped, and tapped, and tapped. I was frustrated but only turned away for two seconds.

	Two.

	“My heart is exploding from the coke!” I holler. “I’m dying!”

	Autumn whispers again. I don’t know what she said. She whispers, but I can’t hear her.

	“Jake wasn’t supposed to die. He wasn’t supposed to die!” I kick the cage.

	The river swallowed him, and then I heard a sound. A whisper. Who whispered? Who is whispering? Is that now? Or was it then?

	I slam both feet against the cage. “Let me out! Pull over and let me out!”

	I had to wait for Sean to come to the river and take the body away. I couldn’t put the body in the river with Jake. I couldn’t call the cops until he was gone. I didn’t call for help fast enough.

	Sean kicks the metal with me until Ed slams on the brakes and springs out of his seat.

	We’re here. Home.

	He yanks us out by our necks and pushes us onto the sidewalk. I land on my chest, get uncuffed, and then clubbed in the back.

	“We did this for you!” I shout.

	“You did nothing but butcher this job.”

	Sean’s hit next, two clubs to his lower back.

	A neighbor’s porch light flicks on, sending a spotlight onto the sidewalk. Kevin whistles for Ed to get back in the Tahoe, pointing at the house next door.

	“Autumn’s right, you’re a rinky-dink cop,” I tell him.

	He strikes me harder, and I collapse on the ground. “You’ll be six feet under if you don’t stay away from her.” He kicks snow in my face before plodding away, Autumn smoking in the back seat as she’s driven off.

	I’m left roughed up and on the ground with no answers for a second Friday night in a row.

	I roll over and take a winded breath, sending Autumn a text that we need to talk soon. Then I send another that we need to talk tonight. And another.

	We need to talk NOW. Make Ed bring you back.

	Her response is predictable.

	I’ll find you when I’m ready.

	Sean turns over and places an arm over his face to shield the falling snow. “Dylan, she shot first. You caught that, right? She took the first shot.”

	“I know.” I sigh.

	“She pushed that guy in the alley into your blade, and she shot first.”

	“I know.”

	“She’s bad news, man.” He uncovers one eye. “You better be careful.”

	I don’t need Sean to tell me Autumn’s dangerous, or to tell me I’m taking a chance, or that I’m getting in way over my head. I know. I know she’s like coke, the one in control.

	And like coke, she’ll either kill my heart, or be the one who makes it beat again.
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	Jake and I were lucky to be raised by authoritative parents who were open and supportive. They set limits, yet gave us plenty of freedom so we didn’t become reliant on them. But since Jake died, my mom is now an overprotective helicopter parent, hovering over me, and my dad. She follows him to the bar, not because she thinks he’s cheating, but to make sure he gets there unharmed. And she bought me pepper spray a few months back, unaware I carry a knife.

	Along with the spray came plates of pasta, part of her new routine of dropping off dinner at the bar. The pampering is out of control. She goes as far as to cut our food into small pieces, everything, including the pasta—itty-bitty pieces. Even pizza slices turn into one-inch squares.

	I understand her excessive catering, and why she’s sheltering us. And I’m relieved I’m too old for it to do any long-term damage, but still, it’s another stressor, another reason why I chain smoke.

	“Mom, I said I’m not feeling so hot. It’s a flu bug or maybe something I ate.” I switch ears and place my feet on the coffee table, scrunching my face at Sean while pointing at my phone.

	“Tell your mom I said, hi.” He waves, heading out to meet Riley at the pool hall.

	“Will do.”

	“Dylan,” my mom cuts in.

	“What?”

	“When you’re feeling better, we should have lunch at that new restaurant down the street from the bar. The ‘beef on weck’ is amazeballs.”

	“Amazeballs?”

	Hitting a middle-aged slump, my mom uses slang to try to fit in. Old slang, like amazeballs, mega, cool beans, kickin’ it, to name a few.

	“You have to try it,” she insists.

	“Try what, saying amazeballs? Not gonna happen,” I tease.

	“No, the beef on weck, silly. They put extra, extra beef on the sandwiches, and the buns are extra, extra salty. The food there is delish!”

	“Super.” I wriggle my feet, glad that the coke has worn off.

	Going through a bust with the cops shifted my high to a state of extreme agitation. Ed beating me with his baton didn’t do much for it either. Add the hallucinations of someone whispering, and I went nuts.

	“Are you sure you’re okay? Should I come over?” she asks.

	“And do what? Watch me hang out on the couch? No, I’m fine.” I rub my temples, dealing with another splitting headache. I told my mom I think I have the flu, but I’m just worn-out from the entire night. “Why are you calling here so late? Is Dad okay?”

	“He’s fine.” She blows her nose, then sniffs. “Do you have a fever?”

	“No. Stop worrying.” I switch ears and pluck a piece of lint off my flannel sleep pants. I hate lying to her about having the flu, but it’s the best excuse I have for not showing my face at the bar.

	“I saw your truck on my way home from visiting your dad at the bar.” She speaks at a slower pace. “Did you know there was a shooting on that street? I saw it on the news.”

	“Oh, yeah?”

	“A big shooting, Dylan. Why was your truck there?”

	“I got drunk at a party. Sean gave me a lift home.”

	Another lie.

	She pauses.

	I sigh.

	“I worry,” she says.

	“I know you do.”

	“You shouldn’t be out drinking when you have the flu. You’ll get dehydrated.” Her voice cracks. A bottle opens. She pours a drink and sips. “Are you dehydrated? Maybe I should take you to the hospital.”

	“I’m not going to the hospital, Mom.”

	“Dylan.”

	“What?” Slouching lower on the couch, I wave my hand through the glistening dust motes dancing under the table lamp, knowing what she’s about to say.

	“I can hear you smoking. You’re not sick. You never smoke when you’re sick.”

	“Sometimes I do.”

	“I worry.”

	“You just said that.”

	“Did you see what happened? Did the shooting happen at the party you were at? Tell me the truth. Why was your truck on that street?”

	“Mom, I was at a party and I got drunk, but not the party on the news. Can we talk about something else?”

	“No. Were you too drunk or too sick to drive home? Which is it?”

	“Both.”

	She takes a break from the harassment to sip her drink, giving me a chance to enjoy a quiet drag of my smoke. The table lamp next to me flickers when I ash my cigarette. The strobe effect not unlike the laser display that threw hearts onto the Andersons’ house the night I dropped Heather off. She glanced over her shoulder and blew me a kiss while hiking up the long drive, wearing black sneakers, not boots like Ed said. Black sneakers.

	“You’re twenty-two and shouldn’t be at house parties anymore. What were you doing there?” My mom starts in on me again.

	“What do you think I was doing there? It’s a Friday night. People drink on Friday nights. Chrissakes, Mom, stop it.”

	The line falls silent. She’s annoyed I raised my voice at her.

	“Okay,” she whispers. “Well, say yes to dinner this Sunday. I’m making mashed potatoes and galumpkis, one of your favorites.”

	“Can you please call them cabbage rolls?”

	“Why? They’re galumpkis. We’re Polish. Guh-lump-keys,” she criticizes. “Will you be here? I want to see you, and not just for two minutes at the bar. Bring Sean, too. I’ll open that box of wine he gave me for Christmas.”

	The box of cheap wine was a joke. My dad laughed when she unwrapped it, but she thought it was wonderful. She said she’d save it for a special occasion.

	“We’ll be there at five,” I say, zoning out when she starts to update me on my younger cousins. I love her and let her talk because she’s lonely, but it’s late, and she’s adding to my headache.

	“Your cousin Holly isn’t doing so well in English, but her science and math grades are exceptional. I think she may go to college and become a computer scientist.”

	My head more than just aches, the pressure feels like it’s in a clamp. If I had it, I’d take another snort of coke to ease the pain. Addictions are my nature, but so far I haven’t picked up any drug habits, which is incredible considering I drink every night, can’t live without a cigarette hanging out of my mouth, and I’m obsessed with Heather’s note.

	“Holly quit the swim team and started taking ballet, but I think she may be too old to start that now. Don’t you?”

	I place my hands on my stomach, bouncing the cigarette up and down in my mouth, admiring the shag carpet Sean vacuumed when we got in. Coke does that to him. He can’t slow down until the rush is over, going way beyond his normal edginess.

	“Dylan?”

	That party was a disaster, but we did the right thing. One of us would be dead if we hadn’t shot those two guys. And lucky for us, there were only two.

	“Dylan, wake up! Don’t you?”

	“Don’t I what?”

	“Think she’s too old for ballet?”

	“Maybe.”

	I doubt any of the kids who scattered from the party will talk. Northlanders know to keep their mouths shut and mind their own business. And I know the shady cops and corrupt detectives will put a spin on what happened. They’ll come out on top, and the honest cops will remain blind to it all.

	“Oh, and remind me to show you the photos from the concert. She looks all grown up.”

	The dryer buzzes. I keep my fingers crossed that the blood came out of my clothes. If not, I’ll burn the jeans and coat.

	“Are you listening?” my mom asks. “I finally downloaded the photos to my laptop.”

	“What photos?”

	“She won the fourth-grade spelling bee! Isn’t that great?”

	“Mom, that was last spring.” I roll my eyes.

	“I know, but I was just reminded of it when I loaded the photos. The spelling bee, Dylan! Maybe she can help her sister in English. What should I send as a gift? You think maybe a gift card to Applebee’s? You know, Applebee’s? Spelling bee? Is that funny?”

	“It was last spring,” I repeat. “It’s too late for a gift.”

	“Oh, phooey. Party pooper. I can still send something, can’t I?”

	My mom teaches third grade but took the last school year off to deal with the loss of Jake. Then that year turned into a second. Now she drinks all night to ease the pain because the pills she pops for depression aren’t doing their job. She’s turned into a rambling drunk and a prescription drug addict, lost in time like the rest of us.

	“I’ll go with the Applebee’s card. I think she’ll understand it’s meant to be funny.”

	There’s a soft knock on my front door. I lift a brow, a second passes, and Autumn walks in. Just like that, she steps right in like this is her home.

	I sit up and put my feet on the floor. “What are you doing here?” She takes off her coat and hangs it in the front closet, kicks off her boots, and gestures for me to follow her upstairs. “Mom, I gotta go.”

	“Which bedroom is yours?” she calls down.

	“Is someone there?” my mom asks.

	“A friend just stopped by,” I tell her.

	“Never mind. I found it!” Autumn shouts.

	“Dylan, stop lying to me.” My mom’s heated voice erupts through the phone. “I knew you weren’t sick.”

	“I’m suddenly feeling a lot better. See you Sunday.”

	“Wait—”

	I snuff out my smoke and walk over to the stairs. “Autumn, get down here.” I wait and listen, the upstairs thick with silence. “Hey, get out of my room and come downstairs!” I listen again.

	A deadness falls throughout the entire house.

	“Autumn?”
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	And so it starts.

	The girl I’ve fallen for is in my bed, her upper body propped up by her elbows, knees bent with one leg over the other, a foot bouncing in the air. The sight of her leaves me paralyzed. I thought I’d spend another night depressed and alone, staring at the haunting knickknacks in my room: trophies, photographs, a corkboard plastered with the past. But she’s here. Autumn is here.

	“Too bad I can’t press a button and put you on pause,” I say in my lowest, sexiest voice. I fold my arms and lean alongside the doorjamb, taking in her beauty.

	“That’s a better pick up line than the one at the party.” She grips the front of her purple sweater and repositions her bra, eyes gleaming, a flush creeping up her face.

	I’ll take this moment as a gift but proceed with caution.

	“You can’t just waltz in here like you own the place.”

	“That sounds so trite, Dylan.”

	“I know, but—”

	“The door was open,” she says.

	“Still, that doesn’t mean you can—”

	“You invited me.”

	“When, Autumn? When did I invite you?”

	Her pouty lips jut out as she taps her chin. “Hmm, you don’t remember?” She slides her cell from her pocket. “You sent a text that we needed to talk.” She waves it in the air. “I responded that I’d find you when I was ready. I’m ready. I’m here. Let’s talk.” Her foot bounces faster. “By the way, you’re super cute when you’re shocked.”

	“I’m not shocked. I’m being cautious. This has to be a trick.”

	“No trick.” She puts her head on my pillow and pats the bed for me to lie next to her. “Join me, please. I’ll only bite if you deserve it.”

	In less than two hours I went from snorting coke, to killing drug dealers, to taking a beating from Ed and a reprimanding from my mom, to this, her, Autumn in my bed.

	My brain is mush.

	“Ask me anything you want to know.” She pulls her sweater over her head, removes her jeans, tee, bra, and socks.

	“I knew it. I knew it was a trick.” I step back. “You want sex, but I bet the second I’m on top of you, you’ll knife me in the back.”

	“Literally?” 

	“Yes, Autumn, literally.”

	She shakes her head. “Dylan, I’m giving you all the control. But there’re rules. No fondling or kissing if you want me to answer your questions.”

	“Giving me control? Right, it sure looks like it.” I blink multiple times, doubting if I’m awake. Could be I’m passed out cold and she’s a figment of my imagination. “You can’t strip and expect me to not touch you. This is bull.”

	“If you wanna screw, we’ll screw.” She waves a hand down her body as if she’s on display. “Is that what you want tonight?” Looking up through long eyelashes, she rises to all fours and crawls to the end of the bed. “I know you want answers, Dylan, not sex. Not yet. You’re a good boy, aren’t you?”

	I cover my growing erection with my hands. Down to a pair of sheer panties that match the jaw-dropping shirt she wore to the party, and a couple of heart-shaped pasties that cover her nipples, she’s not nude, but darn close. What a clever scheme. This girl’s killing me.

	She leans back and puts her hand on her hip, acting all smug and shit.

	“Autumn, this isn’t … dammit, I want you.” I pace. “You already know that, so why are you doing this to me?”

	“I’m giving you what you want, and what I want, too.” She grins. “Come talk. Or let’s screw. You choose.”

	“This is a test.” I run my hands down my cheeks while eating her up with my eyes. “God, you’re stunning.”

	“Thank you.” She turns and lies flat on her back.

	The hallway light makes her pale skin look even paler, like she’s sugared in snow. I see no scars, but the spray of freckles on her nose and cheeks continue along her shoulders. No tats either, except for the tiny black heart on her ring finger.

	“Dylan, come.” She rolls to her side and snuggles up with my pillow.

	I follow her long legs up to her sheer panties. She’s not shaved, only trimmed. I love the natural look, more womanly than girlish.

	“If you’re trying to make me feel helpless again, it’s working.”

	A white rosebud navel ring sparkles in the low light, and her light pink nipples are sneaking out the sides of the pasties. Physically, she’s feminine in every way.

	“Dylan.”

	But psychologically, she’s a spear through my heart.

	“Who the hell are you? You can’t manipulate me. This isn’t fair.”

	“I’m not.” She raises a leg and points a foot at me, uncovering the area between her legs. “I said you’re in complete control. I promise. Lie next to me, and we’ll talk.” She lowers her leg and pats the bed. “You have the power, not me.”

	“I’m not a puppy dog,” I say, dropping my fleece bottoms before lying next to her like a puppy dog.

	“I didn’t say you were. Just try to relax. You’re hyped up from craving more coke and from shooting Mack.” She brushes the back of her hand across my cheek.

	“I thought you said no touching.”

	“Starting now.”

	I reach up and turn on the reading lamp over my headboard, aiming the light down her body. I slide up alongside her and rest my head on the pillow, at full-mast beneath my boxers.

	“Hi,” she whispers.

	“Hi,” I whisper back.

	“No kissing yet.”

	“Yet? Yet is good.”

	“What’s the decision? Talk or screw? And don’t say both.”

	“Both,” I say.

	She bops my nose. “You’re bad. I said not to say that.”

	“Come on. You’re within lips’ reach wearing only pasties on your nipples and see-through panties. What do you expect me to say?”

	“I expect you to have a conversation with a woman, no matter what she’s wearing.”

	I groan. “Autumn, you’re just so … so …”

	“Awesome?”

	I laugh. “Yeah, awesome and unusual.”

	“You too. I like you.” She threads a hand through her hair.

	The freckles on her light skin are reminiscent of clusters of fall leaves, her bi-colored eyes exotic and beautiful. Out of all the women I’ve been with, I can’t remember any of them having such unique features.

	“Have you done this before?” I ask.

	“Killed people?”

	“Well, yeah. But no, shown up at a guy’s place in the middle of the night and stripped?”

	She looks at the ceiling and thinks.

	“Forget it. I don’t want to know.”

	“Does it matter?” she asks.

	“Of course it does. For all you know, I could attack you. It’s dangerous.”

	“If you attack me, my gun is three feet away, and you only have a baby blade that’s sitting waaay over there.” She points at my desk.

	“It’s not a baby bl—”

	“So what do you want to do?” she interrupts.

	“I’m not about to ruin this.”

	“Ruin what? What’s this?” she asks.

	“A possibility.”

	“Then talk.”

	“You’re devious.”

	“So are you.”

	I suck in my cheeks to fight back a smile.

	“Dylan, make a choice. I have somewhere to be in fifteen minutes.”

	“Fifteen? I can’t finish in under fifteen.”

	She laughs.

	“What’s so funny? And where do you have to be?”

	“Are you asking questions? Is this starting now?” She rubs her foot along my calf.

	“I can’t decide.” I look down at her foot. “You said no touching.”

	“You have fourteen minutes.”

	“Okay. Who are you?”

	“Autumn. Next question.”

	“You didn’t answer that one.”

	She bottles up a breath and looks at the ceiling. “It’s Black. Autumn Black.” She exhales. “Don’t laugh; I know it’s an odd sounding name. I’ve been picked on my entire life because of it.”

	“It’s cool. Wicked sounding. But cool. That’s not what I’m asking though. Who are you that you know Ed and that chief from the other district? A cop? A student? A cokehead? What?”

	“I’m a lost soul who was chosen to transform the city, same as you.”

	“You mean like a snitch? Like Sean and me? Are you a rat like us?”

	She nods, sliding her index finger between her cleavage, comforting herself with the repeated motion. “I like to call us, informants.”

	“Nah.” I wipe my face against my pillow. “You can’t be.”

	“Why? Because I have these?” She jiggles her breasts.

	“No, um”—I stop to watch them bounce—“because, I … I don’t know why.” I touch her shoulder and look into her eyes, in disbelief that I’ve met a woman involved in the same squalid life as me. “Because you’re better than a snitch.”

	“And you’re not?”

	“I don’t know.” I shrug. “You in Rick’s district? Is that why he hauled you out of Ed’s Tahoe?” I speak as calmly as I can, curbing my excitement.

	“Yeah, for Rick.”

	“How long?”

	“Over a year. Every district has someone.”

	“I figured this was more widespread than Ed and his cronies.”

	“It goes all the way up the ladder. The districts are at war to be the one with the lowest crime rate. It’s a contest to them.” Her mouth sets in a hard line.

	“I know. We’re the cheap under the table labor, dumping bodies in other districts to hurt their chances of coming out on top.”

	“Rivalry at its best.” She sweeps my hand off her shoulder. “Let’s not waste any more time on this. You’re down to eleven minutes.”

	The front door opens. Autumn looks over my shoulder. Sean’s lead-footed steps move through the downstairs, from living room to kitchen. The fridge opens, bottles clang, and he lumbers back to the living room.

	“Roommate?” she asks.

	“Yeah. He’s supposed to be at the pool hall.”

	He heads upstairs into his bedroom, a drawer opens. “Hey Dylan, the pool hall was closed. Can you believe it? There was a fire in the building next door.” The drawer closes. “What are you doing? Whacking off to Autumn again?”

	A frown seizes my face. “Good one, Sean. Could you shut up now?”

	Autumn covers her chest when he appears in the doorway. I sit up to block the rest of her body.

	“Christ.” He tugs his earlobe and turns away. “Wooowww.” The word rises and falls from his mouth like a roller coaster. “Hey, man, you should’ve told me she was coming over.” He puts his head against the doorframe, trying hard not to peek. “You two wanna come down and have a drink with Riley and me? Or … I guess you’re busy.”

	“Sean, get out.” I throw a pillow at him. “And shut the door when you leave.”

	The hallway light fades as the door closes.

	“I can’t believe he said that.” I bury my face in my hands.

	Autumn laughs and pulls them away. She moves closer until our noses touch, her warm breath on my lips, skin scented with strawberries.

	“I get a question now,” she says.

	“Go for it.”

	“How many times have you thought of me? Once? Twice?” Her leg gets a bump from my arousal. “Tell me,” she persists in a gentle voice. “Have you masturbated a lot this week? All because of me?”

	“You’re so nasty. I can’t stand it,” I whisper.

	Her foot slides higher up the back of my leg. “Sexy, not nasty. And you love it.” She slips her slender hand inside the opening of my boxers, gently owning me with her delicate fingers.

	“Jesus.” My face burrows into the pillow. I can’t stop rocking into her, every nerve in my body has been awakened, my skin ablaze. Babbling this and that, I’m unable to comprehend my own words. Something about desperately wanting to kiss, to touch, to dip inside her, but her hand on my chest keeps fending me off.

	“I want you.” My words come out as a moan. I’m wild about her and dumbfounded by how powerless I’ve become.

	Her hand slides away. “Answer my question. How many times did you think of me?”

	I lick my lips. “Every day, Autumn. Every. Day.”

	“Okay, then.” She curls her feet around mine, lowers her hand from my chest, and closes her eyes.

	I think I have permission to kiss her. “Okay?” I ask.

	In a hushed voice, she answers, “Yes.”

	Our lips graze from side to side, a light touch. I hold her chin and nip her bottom lip. She rewards me with little nips back. Then, I move in.

	The anticipation was eating me alive, but this first swirl of our tongues was well worth the wait. Pressing into her, I surrender to my growing affection, ignoring reality, and troubling memories.

	Her kisses are vanilla-flavored, tranquil and hypnotic. I grip her hip and draw her body into mine, only to have her push me away seconds later.

	“Shame on me. I broke my own rule,” she says, laying it on thick by fanning her face.

	“Yeah, you sound soooo disappointed.” I laugh.

	“Five minutes left.”

	“That’s all?”

	“Yes, ask me something else.”

	“I can’t even think of my name, let alone a question. We just, we can’t, let’s go back to kissing.”

	She hushes me with a finger over my lips. “I want to remember it just like that. It was perfect. Now ask another question.”

	I pinch the bridge of my nose then cover my face with my forearm, the light hurting my aching head, the kiss spinning my vision.

	“Dylan, please don’t hide. I love your sexy gray eyes.”

	I lower my hand and look at her. “Why do you always say please?”

	“Because of my dad. Please and thank you have been expected of me since I can remember.” She sits up and rests her head on her elbow, gliding a fingertip down my side. “I rarely talk to him anymore.”

	I can tell by the movement of her eyes that she’s checking out my room: my high school jersey my parents had framed, Jake’s hockey stick leaning against the wall, his skates beside it, my laptop and random mementos on my desk.

	“Sometimes, not all the time, but sometimes I still talk that way when I’m nervous. Please. Please. Pleeease.” She looks at me and traces the scar over my eyebrow. “What happened here? A football injury, or was it from playing hockey?”

	“Neither. It’s from a fight a long time ago.”

	“Hmm. Too bad we only have a minute left. I’d love to hear more about it.”

	My thumb swipes one of the nipple pasties, hoping it drops off.

	“Bad boy.” She slaps my hand away, scolding me further with a wag of her finger. “You have time for one last question.”

	“I have a million more.”

	“Ask one.”

	“Stay another ten minutes.”

	“Ask.”

	“All right. How’d you get involved in this? Does Rick have something on you? Or is it just about money?”

	“How about I end by saying it’s mostly because of my dad.”

	“Who’s that?”

	She shifts away from me. “Farren Black.”

	I sit up. “Farren Black?”

	“Yes.”

	“Oh, shit.” I hop out of bed. “Shit!”

	“That’s the reaction I usually get.”

	“The police commissioner?” I freak out.

	“Yes.”

	“The police commissioner of Northland?”

	“Yes.”

	I cross the room in long strides, from bed to desk, desk to door, door to bed, gripping my hair. “No, no, no. You’re Farren Black’s daughter? You can’t be.”

	“I am, and you’re going to meet him.”

	“What?” I stop dead in my tracks. “No.”

	“Yes. Next Friday night.”

	“Meet him? Sean was right.” I open my door. “Sean!” I shout. “We’re being set up!”

	She gets out of bed and dresses in a flash.

	“Wait, hold on. Next Friday? Where?” I ask.

	“At the mayor’s mansion. It’s the yearly Post-Valentine’s Day Affair. There’ll be lots of drunken women dancing to nineties music, and cruddy older men trying to get me into bed. I hate going to these events alone, so you’re coming with me.”

	“But—”

	“You need me to come up?” Sean hollers.

	“No!” Autumn and I say as one.

	She steps closer and whispers, “Just so you know, my dad would be humiliated if anyone found out we’re no longer close. And because of that, I need to make an appearance and pretend we’re still a happy family.”

	“Meaning what? Why aren’t you close to your dad?”

	“And then there’s the mayor. He expects me to show, so I have to go.”

	“The mayor?” I pace faster. “God, this is bad. I should’ve slept with you, but instead I chose to be a decent guy. No more. Nope. Never again.”

	“Having sex wouldn’t have changed a thing.” She throws her head forward and back to make her hair poofy. “You’d still be my date this Friday.” She grips my chin for a parting kiss. “Love is in the air, Dylan. Dress nice. Dress better than nice. A proper jacket and tie with matching pants will do. Dab on some of that delightful cologne that you wear.”

	“Wait, where are you going?” I follow her to the top of the stairs.

	“I have to meet Rick about being at that house party. He’s fuming that I was spotted helping another district.” Her hair sways as she walks down the stairs.

	“Why did you help us?” Sean asks from the bottom step.

	“Because I wanted to.” She slips on her coat and boots while looking up at me. “I’ll be here at six Friday night. I want to get laid before nine. We can do it again in the morning when we wake up in one another’s arms.”

	Sean and Riley burst into sharp laughter, and Sean raises his beer at me.

	“Don’t touch yourself until that night,” Autumn adds. “It’ll be better when we do it.” She walks out the door, and I’m left standing at the top of the stairs with my jaw on the floor and an erection the size of Manhattan. I stomp back to my room and put on my fleece pants, trying to hide my wood.

	“What the hell was that all about?” Sean calls up. “Did she leave you high and dry?”

	“She’s the police commissioner’s daughter, Sean. The police commissioner’s daughter!”

	I slam my door and collapse on the bed, sitting right back up when Jake’s hockey stick slides down the wall and hits the floor. I rub my cheeks, desperate to wipe the night away.

	Jake’s stick fell because I slammed the door, I know that, but I can’t help but think he did it, that he’s not entirely gone, that he walks with me each day.

	“Did you do that?” I whisper, my eyes glued to his stick. “You here?”

	“Dylan, you all right in there?” Sean knocks.

	“Go away. I’m in a pissy mood.”

	“When aren’t you?” He sends a fist into the door and heads back downstairs.

	Holding a breath, I stare at the stick, the last object Jake touched before falling through the ice. My dreams died with him that night, my life is now spent in torment without any purpose.

	 “Sorry. I’m so sorry.” I’ve repeated the same words to him for a year. “Please, forgive me.”

	Or maybe I’ve been repeating those words to myself.

	I fall back on the bed with my arms outstretched, drawing in another long breath. I’ll spend the rest of the night tossing in bed from the scent of Autumn on my pillow while wondering if Jake’s here and if he can see or hear me. No amount of beer or coke will ever be enough to escape.

	And even if a girl like Autumn can stitch my heart back together, the past will resurface to pull it apart again.
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	Black is the absence of color. But black is considered a color when specifying physical objects. White and black. Black and white. Autumn Black.

	My rearview mirror reflects a white guy driving a black Silverado with a black guy in the passenger seat, both of us dressed in black. Fresh snow on the hood of my truck dusts the windshield as I drive. A white cig clamped between my lips spawns gray smoke. My gray eyes are dry, black hair wet from showering after working out at the gym. I pass white-coated cars and blurry white houses with black shutters. Thick smoke, the darkest of gray, billows from chimneys. Trees sway, their branches as dark and winding as Medusa’s black hair. A guy jacks up a white car. A woman in a black coat crosses the street. All while the dark-eyed juncos perched on snowy branches wait for seed to reappear in the black feeders.

	I live in a world of black and white, with spatters of red from the blood of men, and the sight of a burgundy coat on a seductive woman. Black and white, a dot of color, shades of red, love and death.

	“Dylan, you’re never this quiet,” Sean says. “What’s up, man? You still alive in there?”

	I pull into my parents’ driveway and park behind my dad’s black Cadillac, the white carnations I bought my mom at my side.

	White house.

	Black shutters.

	Gray clouds overhead.

	“I’m alive,” I reply. “Barely.”

	A red Buffalo Bills sign on their front door is the only touch of color. Up year-round, it’s a giant pimple on the nose of the house—an eyesore waiting to be popped.

	“Can I give your mom half of these?” Sean picks up the bundle of flowers.

	“Yeah. Take them out of the cellophane so she doesn’t see the clearance sticker. And only take six this time, not eight. You’ll make me look bad if you give her more than me.” I flick my smoke out the window and kill the engine. “They cost five bucks.”

	“You’re a frugal bastard sometimes.”

	“I’m not ashamed of that.”

	“Then why hide the price from her?”

	“Because she’ll say I spent too much.”

	He cracks out a laugh, dropping half the carnations in my lap. “I left you the ones with the brown tips since I didn’t get any beer from you the other night.”

	“Sean, you get free beer every night.”

	I snatch the flowers and step out of the truck. My nostril hairs prick like thorns from the cold. I breathe into my hoodie sleeve to keep my face warm, sliding my feet on the icy walk toward the door. My mom waves from the front window for us to hurry inside, the same spot she used to watch Jake and me ride our Big Wheels in the driveway, the spot where she’d knock on the glass and raise a finger, warning us when we got too close to the street.

	The storm door swings open. “Don’t let the heat out. Get inside, quick.” She tugs us through the door, her wavy dark hair the longest I’ve seen it, past her shoulders. Dressed in a predictable oversized sweater, skinny jeans, and fuzzy slippers, she claps her hands like an excited child. “I’m so happy!” She smothers us in her arms, smelling of hard liquor. “You hungry? How about a drink? Is wine okay? I can open the box Sean gave me.” Her tall frame feels bonier each week, her face thinner, skeletal and pale. “I have ginger ale, the expensive kind. It was on sale, two for three dollars. Aw, look at the flowers!” She takes the two bundles, counting the number of heads in each one. “One dozen. How sweet. You didn’t have to do that.”

	“It’s a late Valentine’s gift for dropping off the heart cookies,” Sean says.

	“Thanks, guys. I have an extra Mason jar I can use as a vase.” She plants her nose in the bouquets on her way to the kitchen. “Don’t get the carpet wet. Peter, the boys are here!” she calls to my dad.

	We slip off our boots, making sure to place them on the plastic doormat.

	“Pete! Did you hear me?”

	Once we soak up the snow clumps on the carpet with our socks, we toss our coats over the back of a chair and follow her into the kitchen.

	“I think your dad’s on the phone with Ed,” she says. “Have you seen him lately? He’s grown quite a bit, hasn’t he? I told him he couldn’t have any more of my cookies until he loses some weight. Aren’t the police supposed to stay in shape? I think they are. Anyway, how are you?” She pinches my cheek and gives the two of us another hug. It’s my mom’s nature to talk until she runs out of breath. Only now, the drugs she’s on for depression have intensified the blabber. “I get so worried about you, Dylan. Come to the table, both of you, sit and talk to me. The food’s just about done. Do you want a cold drink or some wine? Oh, make sure you buy ginger ale this week. It’s on sale.” She gleams, clapping her hands.

	The drugs have turned her into a ditz. She laughs at everything, even when talking about Jake. It’s not easy to watch. I’ve told my dad she needs to cut back, but he says she’s all right, that it’s no different from how I drink every night to deal with the loss. I disagree. It’s different because she’s my mom and she deserves better. Like to be free of heartache, or to have a better son who doesn’t snort coke and kill people.

	“Ginger ale,” Sean says. He elbows me and takes a seat at the kitchen table.

	“Yeah, ginger ale is fine.” I sit across from him.

	Framed photographs of Jake hang on the wall next to us, the peeling wallpaper around them showing the home’s age. Popcorn ceilings, dented white appliances, chipped laminate countertops, and dingy gray carpeting throughout every room. Small changes would bring me around more, something new, something different.

	My mom pours the ginger ale into plastic Batman cups and sets them in front of us. “Sean, how’s Riley? Do you still see her?”

	I place the hood of my sweatshirt over my head, pulling the strings tight until my eyes are covered, blocking out the dismal room.

	I used to sit across from Jake at this table. In the mornings, he’d have his nose stuck in a book, scrambling to finish his homework before the bus arrived. From this seat, there’s a view through the sliding glass doors of the tree fort we built together, and his bike is leaning against the shed, buried in snow. We’d play baseball and football out there after school, and talk about girls on the back steps.

	I tug the strings tighter, suffocating whenever I’m here. Like now, I have a sudden pressure in my chest. I swear, I swear I’m having a heart attack.

	“I’m a pitiful mess,” I whisper.

	Sean uncovers my eyes, slaps my cheek. “Kathy, we’ll have a beer with the ginger ale,” he says to my mom, then turns to me. “I’ll drive home. Go ’head and get drunk.”

	“Peter!” my mom shouts, ignoring Sean’s request for beer. “Dylan, go get your dad. He’s downstairs in his man cave.”

	I throw off my hood. “Dad!”

	“Don’t shout, silly. Go down in the basement and get him.”

	The scent of cabbage rolls follows me into the basement. I feel like a stranger in this house, no longer comfortable, the warmth stolen by death. I stand on the bottom step and whistle for my dad to come up. He raises a finger that he’ll be a minute.

	“Ed, I’ll have it for you on Tuesday. Stop by the bar.” My dad snaps his fingers and points at the fridge for me to bring him a beer.

	“The fridge is like, five feet away from your lazy-ass,” I complain, dragging my feet across the room.

	I hand him a beer and flop in one of the four leather recliners in front of the flat-screen, next to a bookcase crammed with items from Jake’s high school memorial. The week he died, students left letters, teddy bears, and mounds of flowers outside his locker. I read about it in the paper and was a total wreck when my mom sent me to pick it all up. I kept it together inside the school but lost it after I got the stuff inside my truck—completely lost it. I cried for hours in the parking lot. The memorial was proof of how many friends he had, how much he was loved and would be missed, and what a terrible mistake I’d made.

	“Tell me sooner next time,” he says to Ed. “No, I don’t blame him. We would’ve done the same.”

	Jake was popular and charismatic. When he was a freshman in high school, he hung out with the seniors, my group—the in-crowd. By the time he was a junior, he was hanging with me on campus and at college parties. His high school friends thought he was a god, always a step ahead of them, a born leader.

	We’ve never read any of the letters, still folded and sealed, stacked in the bookcase. They’re for Jake, not us.

	“Dad, dinner’s ready. Can you hurry it up?” I rock my legs back and forth.

	I miss this home when I could call it home. A time when my mom read me to sleep, and my dad paid attention. Now we all have coping mechanisms, from drinking and living at the bar, to popping pills and baking sweets, to hiding out in this room, eyes glazed over in front of the TV.

	“Dad, let’s eat.”

	“Tell your mom to bring the food down here.”

	“Mom!”

	“Don’t shout, Dylan. Go upstairs and get her.”

	I sigh. “I just did the same for her.”

	“Ed, I appreciate it.” He drops a scolding look in my direction. “Thanks for being there. I’ll talk to him about it, catch you on Tuesday.”

	“What?” I shrug.

	“Go upstairs and get the food. I need a second to cool off and figure out how I’m gonna ground my twenty-two-year-old son.”

	“What’d I do?”

	“Don’t act like you don’t know.” He finger-combs his old-school Caesar haircut, wearing a tight black tee that shows off his muscular arms. He’s in remarkable shape for a middle-aged man who drinks like a fish and eats truckloads of my mom’s sweets. Although the dark circles under his eyes and stubble on his face are telltale that he’s had a rough weekend, like me. “Get the food.”

	“Ease up, Dad. I’m going.”

	I pass Jake’s sneakers on the stairs, left out like the items at Heather’s parents’ house. Jake’s stick and skates in my bedroom were a significant part of his life. He lived for hockey, but this other stuff? There has to be a point when it’s okay to donate or pack away a pair of sneakers.

	“Dylan?” My mom sees me staring into space at the top of the stairs.

	“Dad wants to eat in the basement,” I mumble. “The hockey game is on.”

	Steaming cabbage rolls and mashed potatoes are on the table, a two-liter bottle of ginger ale the centerpiece. I call downstairs, the intermediary, thinking my dad should eat at the table since my mom went through all this trouble.

	“Dad, come up and eat.”

	“Bring it down here!” he yells.

	My mom flaps her hand not to worry and fixes him a plate. “I’ll be right there,” she says. “It’ll be fun to watch the game with the three of you.” She compromises, as always.

	Sean and I grab our plates and head downstairs, passing family portraits and school photos on the walls. My brother and I look wholesome in our dinosaur T-shirts, sporting Frankie Muniz haircuts from when our favorite show was Malcolm in the Middle. Jake’s crooked bottom tooth and the small gap between my top front teeth show in every photo.

	“Why didn’t I get braces?” I ask my dad, setting my plate and Batman cup on a tray next to the recliner. I feel like I’m twelve again, asking why we don’t have a pool.

	“You want braces? I’ll get you braces,” he says.

	“No. Why didn’t I get them when I was a kid?” I scoop a forkful of mashed potatoes into my mouth. They’re perfect: lumpy, with a touch of garlic and overloaded with salt.

	“Get what?” My mom places my dad’s plate on his lap and kisses the top of his head.

	“Braces,” I say.

	“You have beautiful teeth. Why do you want braces?” She sits in the chair next to me.

	“I’ll get you braces if you want them,” my dad says.

	“I’m not getting braces when I’m twenty-two. It was just a question.” I sound like a child, rambling about braces because I’m mad about Jake’s death. “I didn’t mean it. I’m just tired.”

	My mom gives my hand a loving squeeze. “Why don’t you come over more often? Let’s do this again next Sunday. And we should go to lunch this week. I want to make sure you’re eating.”

	“You’re the one who needs to eat.” I nod at her bony hand.

	“Hey”—my dad hits my leg—“don’t start.”

	My mom hides her hands in her lap and changes the subject. “I heard about the poem. Did you ever call that girl?”

	I’m in no mood for a lengthy conversation about Autumn. Questions about what she looks like, or ones I can’t answer, like about her job, education, where she lives, or worse—questions about her family. I’m still reeling over that surprise blow about her dad.

	“Yeah, I left her a message and a text yesterday,” is all I say, which is true. I did. I wanted to know if she was setting me up. Her one-word text response was no, and that’s all I’ve heard.

	“Now that we’re all here…” My dad wipes his fingers on his napkin and mutes the TV. Whatever he’s about to say is big. Muting the TV is always big.

	He turns to me and points a finger.

	Here it comes.

	“Dylan… what the hell’s wrong with you?”

	“What?”

	“Did you break into the Andersons’ house last weekend?”

	“Shit.” I slam my fork on the TV tray. “Why’d Ed tell you that?”

	“Because he’s my best friend and he wants to keep you out of trouble!” My dad jumps down my throat. “You’re lucky Sean had second thoughts and called him for help.”

	Sean shrinks in his recliner.

	“It wasn’t a break-in. I had a key.” That rationalization is a stretch. “I’m not giving up on Heather’s note. She wrote it for me, why the hell can’t I read it?”

	My mom rubs my arm. “We don’t blame you for being upset, but you have to get Heather’s note in another way.”

	“I’ve asked. I’ve been polite. Lona and Joel won’t budge. Ed’s read it, and he won’t budge either. He won’t even tell Dad what it said.”

	“We’re talking about you, not Ed.” He smacks me upside the back of my head. “I don’t even know what to say about this. What’s your mom and I supposed to do? Either let us help you, or go talk to a shrink.”

	“I don’t need a shrink. I need her note!”

	“Enough!” He slams his fist on the arm of the recliner. “Never again, Dylan. Get it out of your head.”

	“I can’t.” I lower my chin to my chest and stare at the floor. “How can anyone expect me to survive this?”

	“Pete, Ed shouldn’t have mentioned this to us.” My mom comes to my defense. “Dylan’s an adult and can handle this on his own.”

	“Wrong,” my dad says. “Ed put his job on the line for him. He was supposed to file a report. Dylan should’ve been arrested.”

	Sean shrinks lower into the chair.

	“The Andersons will press charges next time,” he adds.

	“There won’t be a next time.” I sound crushed as I lie. “I was drunk. It won’t happen again.” The light from the TV stretches along the floor, stopping at my feet. “Sorry.”

	“Me too,” Sean says, his voice muffled through the Batman cup.

	I crack a smile at how young he looks with that goofy cup up to his boyish face, the top of his round cheeks and brown eyes peeping over the rim.

	“Was that the first time you went in there?” my mom asks.

	I pretend not to hear her, rubbing the back of my neck, stressed out, spitting venom about the Andersons. My last option to find out what Heather wrote is through Ed, and he’ll never tell me.

	“What’s stuck up Ed’s ass?” I push my plate away and take out a cigarette, bouncing it up and down in my mouth. I’m impatient for answers, talking under my breath about breaking back into the Andersons’ house. I might even do it tonight.

	“Dylan,” my mom takes my hand, “focus on what you do best and you’ll be fine. I promise.”

	“I don’t know what that is anymore.”

	“The bar,” she says. “Running the bar.”

	“I can run the damn bar with my eyes closed, but Dad won’t let me.”

	“Pardon?” He shifts in the recliner. “What did you say?”

	“I can run the bar.” I bob the cigarette. “I can take over any day.”

	“Fine, big shot. Let’s go. Take that cigarette outside and let’s talk this out.” He picks up his plate. “Kathy, you want seconds while I’m up? Sean?”

	My mom has barely touched her food. “No, but bring the ginger ale when you come back down.”

	She doesn’t pass up the chance to put on the weather channel now that my dad is leaving. Sean takes the seat next to her, handing me his plate for more.

	“Sean, don’t put any moves on my mom while I’m gone.”

	“Can’t make any promises.” He puts his arm around her. “Have fun getting your butt kicked by your dad.”

	 

	•  •  •

	 

	Tactfully, my dad spares my mom from the argument. “Let’s go outside and talk this out” is what he’s been saying to me since I was a kid.

	I follow him upstairs and slide into his boots next to the back door, then head outside. The sound of traffic and the smell of car exhaust are dense in the night air. I light my cigarette, making him wait until I take a couple of drags before I share.

	“What the hell is wrong with you lately? What’s with the piss-poor attitude? Ed said Joel Anderson’s office was demolished like a goddamn bomb went off inside. What happened in there?”

	“I got angry, all right?”

	“No. It’s not all right. You’re going to ruin your life. And what’s this bullshit about running the bar with your eyes closed? Show me some respect.”

	“I respect you.”

	“No, you don’t. You’re acting like a smart-ass, an arrogant smart-ass. We raised you better than this. Since when are you the big-shot bar owner who thinks he can get away with murder? Seriously, you have no clue what you’re getting yourself into, running a business by yourself. No clue!”

	“I went to school. I know what I’m doing.” I tap my chest.

	“College?” He laughs. “My education came from listening to my dad and getting my hands dirty. You need to do the same. I’m warning you. You’d better listen to me. You hear?”

	I look down at my feet, cursing a few times before I nod.

	He sweeps snow off the deck railing, uncovering the spot where Jake and I carved our names into the wood. “I can’t lose you.” He touches Jake’s name. “Don’t break my heart by getting arrested and thrown in jail.”

	“I won’t.”

	“Stay with your mom and me. Don’t destroy your life over a note. Just call us next time you want to break into the Andersons’. One of us will help you get through the pain.”

	I offer another nod.

	“I’ll take your mind off it. We can do something absurd, like go bowling.”

	“Or play pool.” I smile.

	“Right.” He pats my shoulder. “And another thing...” He hesitates. “Don’t be so hard on Ed. He’ll be at the bar on Tuesday. Make sure you apologize when you see him.”

	My smile dies. “Apologize?”

	“Yes. Apologize for being a pest, and thank him for everything he does for us, and for the bar.”

	“What?”

	He looks back at the house, seeing if my mom is upstairs before sneaking a drag of my smoke. He’s been trying to quit for years, not carrying any on him, but never passing one up when offered.

	“What about the bar?”

	He gives the cigarette back and puts his hands on the railing, outlining each letter of Jake’s name with his finger. “Did I ever tell you about the time my dad got arrested?”

	“No. For what?”

	“He got in a fight with a guy who broke the front windows of the bar.”

	“Yeah? Did the guy get booted for not paying, or what?”

	“No, my dad was the one who wasn’t paying.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“I’m talking about property damage and other ways gangs in the neighborhood intimidate business owners. You buy up, and your business stays intact.”

	“Protection money. I’ve heard of it, but I didn’t know he went through that.”

	He tilts his head back and exhales toward the night sky. “We all do.”

	The wind steals my ash and swirls it through the yard. I lower my shoulders. “Are you saying we pay off gangs so they don’t damage the bar?”

	“No. I pay the cops for protection from the gangs.”

	“Wait, what?”

	“I pay the cops to check the business when it’s closed, to turn the other cheek when I take matters into my own hands. And if I don’t, they know it means I’m paying the gangs instead. Then they turn a blind eye when something happens, like broken windows. It’s one or the other. Pay the gangs or the cops. The cost of doing business.”

	“Cops have a job to protect us, whether we pay them or not.”

	“No, not just any cop. Ed has a job to watch over us, and I’m grateful it’s him.”

	“That’s total bullshit! I thought he was your best friend?” I flick my cigarette into the yard and run my hands down my face. “He has hold of everyone, doesn’t he?”

	My dad grabs my hoodie sleeve and pulls me closer, putting both hands on my shoulders. “If you want more responsibility in this business, then thank him on Tuesday as I asked. Thank him for showing up at the Andersons’ house. Then you can give him the money we owe for this month, along with a bonus for not taking you down to the station. This is your next step in running the bar.”

	“Ed’s not getting a dime.” I turn around, hearing the back door slide open.

	“Everything all right?” my mom asks. “You’re missing the game.”

	“Just having a man to man about staying out of trouble,” my dad says.

	“Well … the weather channel showed sun this coming Thursday. Isn’t that great? Something to look forward to.” She flashes a smile.

	“That’s great, Mom. We’ll be right in.”

	She slides the door shut and waits for us in the kitchen, holding up a box of sponge candy to tempt us back inside.

	“Does Mom know?” I ask.

	“We don’t keep secrets from each other.”

	“Just from me. Right?”

	“Dylan, you’ve only been with me at the bar for a year. I didn’t think you were ready.”

	“You can at least admit that it’s wrong.”

	“It’s life. Get used to it.”

	“No, not if it’s Ed.”

	He crosses his arms and looks out over the yard. “Are you still with me in this business, or not?”

	I press my lips together and breathe through my nose, not answering him right away. Ed’s menacing shadow closing in on my family is humiliating. I’d have no guilt throwing a punch at him now.

	My cell vibrates as I take this all in. I check the screen and see a text from Autumn, her message covering Heather’s photo, pushing the past out of sight.

	Hey, babe. Thinking about you.

	“Is something more important than this conversation?” My dad waves his hand in front of my face.

	“No.” I put my cell away. “I’m not happy about this, about any of it, but I’m always with you, Dad. Always. That will never change.”

	“Good. Good to hear.” He lifts me into a bear hug and pats my back. “I love you so much, Dylan.”

	“Love you, too, even though you have a dipshit friend.”

	He sets me down and pivots to go inside. “My dipshit friend risked his job for my dipshit son.”

	“Nope.” I start to follow. “Your dipshit friend saved your dipshit son so the dad of the dipshit son would continue paying the dipshit.”

	He laughs and playfully pushes me inside. “All right, you win that one. Let’s finish watching the game. I’ll give you more details later on.”

	“I’ll be down in a couple of minutes. I need to talk to someone first. Make sure Sean doesn’t eat all the sponge candy.”

	“You snooze, you lose.” He takes a piece from the box and kisses my mom on the cheek. “Did you say sun on Thursday, darling?”

	I wait for them to head into the basement before pulling out my phone.

	I could send Autumn a weak response and tell her I’m also thinking about her, or give up the sweet guy persona and tell her a few places I’d like to put my tongue. I think she needs some tongue. Definitely, she deserves a tongue response. I’ve been thinking about her nipple pasties and our kiss for days.

	I smile at her text and respond like a horny teen.
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	I untie the sash of Autumn’s knee-length robe and drop it over her slender shoulders, admiring the size of her breasts. “Don’t speak,” I request, moving in like I’m about to dish out a kiss, only to dip low and breathe down her neck in a sensuous tease. She moans as I continue across her chest, her hands on my hips, head tilting to expose her slim neck for more play.

	“Please,” she begs for a kiss.

	I look into her eyes, keeping my breathing steady. “Tell me again you can wait until Friday.”

	She shakes her head and leans in, but I cover her mouth to block her lips from meeting mine. “Can you? Can you wait until Friday for it?” I glide her hand over the swell in my jeans. “Feel this?” I whisper, brushing my thumb on her cheek. “That’s what you do to me, Autumn. That’s all because of you.”

	 

	•  •  •

	 

	I’d like to believe I’m not a manwhore. Except I’d still be sitting in my truck outside Autumn’s loft, fantasizing about making out with her, if my vibrating cell hadn’t pulled me back to reality.

	It’s her. Without a doubt, she wants to know why I’m late.

	“Hey,” I answer, looking up at the warm glow radiating from her second-story windows, coating the parking lot in pale yellow and orange color.

	“Babe, what are you doing? I can see you sitting in your truck.” She moves closer to the window and waves. “Are you afraid to come inside?”

	“Of course not.” I wave back.

	“Oh. Did you forget the butter?”

	“Nope.” I step out of my Silverado, raising the stick in the air.

	“So what are you doing? You parked like, ten minutes ago.”

	“Thinking.”

	“Good grief. Stop doing that. Thinking’s bad for your brain.”

	My laughter quickly breaks into a naughty snicker. “Maybe if you hadn’t stripped in my bed, I wouldn’t be ‘thinking.’ ” I throw “finger quotes” at her.

	“I doubt that.”

	“True. But you know, getting lost in a daydream about you isn’t bad for my brain.”

	She scans the parking lot, pulling her loose hanging nightshirt up over her shoulder. “Are you positive you can control yourself tonight? I’m not ready to go all the way just yet. Like, the other night I was only fooling around. I knew you’d play nice, but now…”

	I look up with an innocent smile, crossing my heart with the stick of butter. “Promise. No sex tonight.”

	“Cross your heart and hope to die?” she asks.

	“No. Cross my heart. No dying.”

	She nods. “Come to the front door. I’ll buzz you in.” The glow in the parking lot disappears when she lowers her blinds.

	I lock my truck and head to the front of her building. It’s an old brick warehouse converted into lofts, smack dab in the thick of the city, with the courthouse, sheriff’s department, and FBI offices a block away, and the police commissioner’s office across the street inside city hall. A definite step up from the run-down house I bought for sixty grand, my house payment less than a rental.

	I stride up to her front door, hold the handle, and wait for her to buzz me in. I listen for a minute, rolling the butter in my pocket, hearing snow crunching along the sidewalk behind me. The crisp footfalls move up the walk to the building. The pace picks up. Before I can turn around, a knife slides against the front of my neck. Then someone grips and twists my hair.

	“Not a word, or I’ll shove a hose down your throat and watch water leak outta your eyes.” The harsh voice causes my lips to quiver. Autumn buzzes me in, but I’m not about to move, or even breathe.

	The guy pats me down and pitches my knife into the bushes. He pushes me to the side parking lot and shoves me facedown in the back seat of a car. 

	“You the guy who killed Trevor?” His massive thighs straddle my hips, smothering my escape.

	“Get off!” I swing my arm back, missing him completely. “Get off me!”

	He grips the back of my neck and bashes my face into the seat. I try to flip over but can’t shift or reach him to stop the attack.

	“First strike,” he says.

	He stabs me in the back just below Jake’s tat, the blade setting the spot on fire. My muscles tense as I brace for a second jab, but the knife tips to the side as if it’s being held in place by my thick down jacket, not my flesh.

	“You got the wrong guy!” My face collides with the seat. The second blow crushes my nose, sending blood trickling down my lips and chin. Dizziness follows when he lifts my head.

	“Trevor didn’t come home which means he’s dead. Where’d you put his body?”

	He uses brute-force, driving my head downward, determined to keep my face pressed to the seat until he gets an answer. “Tell me where he is.”

	I reach for the knife, but he gets it first.

	“Not a chance.” He grabs my wrist and sets the blade against my palm.

	“Don’t,” I beg. A hot pain flares as he cuts my hand from side to side. “Stop!” I kick my feet, swear, and jerk, until he slams the rock-hard knife handle against my spine, beating me with it repeatedly.

	“You blacking out on me?” He sinks the knife into the seat next to my head. “Blacking out?” He shakes me. “Blacking out?”

	My vision distorts. Images vibrate. I’m somewhat delusional, sure that the last hit was the blade going straight through my head. I can’t speak, can’t shout, can’t remember how to fight back.

	He punches my head until my words are dead. Blood. Pain. Darkness. The night smothered in black. I try to sit up, but my battered head and blood-smeared cheek stay glued to the seat. He stops clobbering me at some point, his voice along with the hum of the city replaced by numbing silence. I’m about to die, barely breathing. The knife is suspended over me; I can feel it there, piloting my moment of death. But garbled sounds split the silence, and his weight shifts back.

	I’m able to turn, meeting frantic eyes. He struggles to loosen a cord around his neck, his face crimson red, mouth open and choked for air.

	“Autumn.” I breathe a sigh of relief.

	The cord drops when a cop knocks her out of the way. The guy inhales quick raspy breaths as he’s hauled away to a patrol car. Words outside the vehicle are disjointed. My head pulsates, and my heart pounds in my ears. I tell Autumn that I can’t see, that I don’t want to open my eyes.

	“It’s okay, babe. My cops are here.”

	My cops, she says. Cops who’ll likely make this guy disappear. The ones she calls for help, the guys who know the situation and won’t take statements or ask questions. Like Ed and his partner Kevin, and the rest of their crew.

	“He’s bleeding,” Autumn says. “Check his nose and his hand.”

	My hand is examined, then the damage to my face. I lie on my side to keep pressure off my back, flinching when someone palms the stab wound.

	“Help me get him upstairs before anyone pulls in, and do something about the surveillance cameras on the streets and in this lot,” Autumn bosses. “Get Nick involved if you have to.”

	“Screw you,” a cop says. “You take care of that. We need to move this guy and his car.”

	“Who is he?” I sit up, only to fall right back down again, conquered by dizziness. I close my eyes and spin in the dark.

	“Dylan? Don’t fall asleep. Let’s get you inside.” She takes my hand and pulls me upright, helping me out. “Send someone to my place. He needs help.” Her voice breaks.

	“Give us twenty minutes.”

	I steady myself against the car until I manage to focus and can begin to walk. Her bare feet are red from the cold and the snow. I stare at them, my head hanging low as she helps me over to the side door of her building.

	“Autumn, you’re in way over your head,” a cop says.

	“No, you are,” she snaps back. “What if I tell Nick you didn’t know this guy was staking out my place? Get him out of here.”

	She holds the door open. I stumble inside, struggling to climb the stairs. She soaks up the blood streaming from my nose with her nightshirt sleeve. I keep my hand in my coat pocket so the cut doesn’t drip. Each step is labored, every breath excruciating.

	“We can’t take the elevator,” she whispers, glancing over her shoulder, checking if I’ve left a trail of blood. “You’re going to be just fine.” Her hand on my lower back drives me forward. “A few more steps. Please, don’t pass out on me. Please.”

	I’m not going to pass out, but I don’t feel like talking. My head aches like it’s been cracked open. The coward clocked me from behind, just like Ed always does.

	Cowards both.

	I collapse face-first on her living room floor, eyes glued to her pale legs sprinting through the room.

	“Shit, shit,” she says. A drawer opens. Water runs in the kitchen. “Dylan, someone will be here soon. He’ll fix you up.” A glass of water and a wet washcloth are set on the floor next to me. She kneels and reaches under my body to unzip my coat, removing it one sleeve at a time, careful not to aggravate my wounds. “I need to take off your shirt, okay? Can you roll on your side for me?” I turn and she unbuttons the front of my flannel shirt. “Okay. Let me help you up so you can take this pill.” She sets it in my hand.

	“What is it?”

	“Vicodin.”

	I drink it down before slowly turning over to laze on my stomach. “Who was he?” I mumble.

	“Trevor’s roommate.”

	“Trevor who?”

	“The guy from the alley.”

	I turn my head and look at her. “Are there more of them?”

	“No. It’s just one guy seeking revenge. He must’ve been watching my place and took a guess.” She tosses my bloody shirt to the side and lifts my undershirt to examine my back. “I’m sure he saw me wave at you, and since I don’t get many visitors, he must’ve thought you were involved.” She wipes my back with the washcloth in gentle circles. “No visitors ever, actually. No one ever comes here.” With a furrowed brow, she looks at the blood on her hand. “Trevor and his crew are total cokeheads. The cops will either arrest that guy or set him straight.”

	“That means he’ll end up dead.”

	“Possibly. But that’s not up to me,” she says in a nonchalant way. “Trevor must’ve told him where he was the night he followed me into the bar. That was the last anyone heard from him.”

	I want to close my eyes, but the room spins faster when I do. I rub my forehead with my thumb and forefinger, praying the Vicodin kicks in quick. “So how come his roommate didn’t come after you?”

	She gives me a curious look as though I forgot. “I’m Farren Black’s daughter. Addicts steer clear of my dad and the cops. That guy wouldn’t dare lay a finger on me.”

	I’m queasy from the taste of blood in my mouth. And I’m tired, hellishly exhausted by everything and everyone.

	“Don’t close your eyes, babe. Keep talking until someone gets here.” I open my eyes and Autumn smiles. “The stab wound doesn’t look all that deep. It’s not bleeding too much. You’re lucky he just wanted info. If he’d come to kill you, you’d be dead.”

	“He chickened out. Guys who punch men in the back are cowards.”

	“Yes. Well, I think whoever comes to help will just disinfect the wound and stitch you up.”

	“Stitches?” I lift my head.

	“Do you want to go to the hospital?”

	“I hate hospitals.”

	“Then you’ll have to get stitched here.”

	I hold my wrist, checking out the gash on my hand. “Tell me more about Trevor. I need to think about something other than the pain.”

	She exhales heavily, doing her best to stay calm with all the blood and my barrage of questions. “Trevor’s a thief who stole the mayor’s car.”

	“Fuck.” I lower my head, closing my eyes.

	“Something happened between them, but I don’t have all the details. Some ongoing feud.” She exhales a second breath and speaks slower. “The mayor said not to touch him. He just wanted the car back for his wife. Then a few weeks back he changed his mind and wanted him dead. I heard Trevor hit her.”

	“Great, not only did he steal the mayor’s car, but he hit the mayor’s wife? And the mayor wanted him dead? What a bunch of winners.” I open one eye. “And he was after you because you took a car back that he stole? You’re not telling me everything.”

	“I am. That’s it.” She stands, looks down at me. “Stay awake. I have to rinse the washcloth.”

	I want to get up and follow her, but I can’t stand. I’m still dizzy. And shaky. And dazed. But I need to get off the floor. I need to do something. I need to walk to know that I still can.

	“Dylan, just lie still for now.” She scurries back from the kitchen and rolls me on my side, washing the blood off my face. “A nosebleed can look worse than a murder scene.” She pinches and holds my nostrils closed, just below the hard bone. “But once it stops and the blood is gone, you’ll never even know you were hit. As long as it’s not broken.”

	“It’s not broken. My head hurts more than my nose.” I reach for my coat, taking the smooshed stick of butter from the pocket, placing it next to her leg.

	“That should be the last thing on your mind.”

	“No.”

	“No? Why no, Dylan?”

	“Because I like thinking about you. You’re the best thing to have on my mind.”

	She sits cross-legged at my side, gathering her nightshirt between her legs in an attempt at modesty. The repetitive motion of her wiping my face, along with the Vicodin kicking in, eases the sharp, throbbing pains.

	“You’re so handsome.” She traces the shape of my lips with her pinky. “And clean. Almost good as new.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Dylan, you’re going to be okay.”

	“Am I?”

	“Yes,” she whispers.

	“How do you know?” I whisper back.

	“Because you’ve lost yourself in me.”

	My laughter becomes a wince, my muscles tensing up. “Conceited much?” I say.

	“Always.” She winks.

	“Well”—I prop myself up on my elbow—“I’d much rather be lost in you than feel so incredibly lonely being lost in myself.” The urge to kiss her is overwhelming. “I need something.” Holding her side, I steal a soft kiss. Her lips part, welcoming my advance, but then she quickly shies away.

	“You were totally determined to see me tonight.” She blushes, trying to hide a smile. “I love your stubbornness.”

	The door buzzer interrupts my longing. She rushes away and buzzes someone inside. There’s a knock on the door a minute later. The peephole is checked. The door opens.

	“Autumn Black?”

	She nods. “He’s there.” She points at me, locking the door behind a heavyset older man with a croaky voice.

	“How ya doin’, son?” His creaky knees settle next to me, a strong stench of liquor on his breath. He drops a black satchel that looks like it’s from the Victorian era, digs inside, and takes out a needle. It’s thrust into my arm before I can object.

	“Ow! What the hell is that?”

	“It’ll ease the pain.” He yanks it out.

	I was floating a second ago, relaxed from the pill, everything serene with just Autumn and me. Now my heart is beating like a ferocious beast.

	“I gave him Vicodin,” Autumn says.

	“Hmm … I suppose you should’ve mentioned that when I walked in.”

	I twist on the floor. “I need to get up. My heart’s blowing up inside my chest. I can feel it pushing against my ribs. Something’s smothering me. I can’t breathe!”

	“Don’t panic.” He flashes a light into my eyes. “I asked how you’re doin’. You know your name? You remember what happened?”

	“Yeah, I know my name. Dylan Marzley. I got hit in the back of my head a bunch of times and got cut.” I lift my hand. “But I don’t want stitches.”

	“He’s got a stab wound on his back,” Autumn says.

	 “No stitches.” I shake my head. “Do you know this guy?” I ask her. “Who is he?”

	Autumn shrugs. “I was told to ask if I ever needed help and they’d send someone over.”

	“Who’re they?” I ask.

	She shrugs again.

	The guy turns me on my stomach. “Don’t look,” he says.

	“Don’t look at what?” I cry out as he sticks the tip of his finger into my stab wound, prying it open. “What the hell are you doing?”

	“I was talking to her,” he says. “Autumn, don’t look.”

	“Quit it!” I shout.

	“It’s not terribly deep,” he says.

	He sets a brown bottle and gauze at my side. “This will sting,” he says, and it does, “and this will hurt,” he says, and it does. He stitches my back, and that frickin’ hurts more than anything. I hate needles more than I hate hospitals and doctors.

	Autumn hovers, supervising. I try to focus on her feet instead of the pain, cursing over, and over, and over again.

	“You finished yet?” I complain.

	“That part is,” he says.

	“Only four stitches, Dylan. You’re okay,” Autumn says.

	“No. No, I’m not okay. What did this guy shoot me up with?”

	“A powerful painkiller,” he answers while examining my palm. “And yes, you’re fine. Don’t panic.”

	“I’m not panicking!” I am panicking. “Ow! Stop poking me with needles. What was that?”

	“A sedative.”

	“I don’t need that. I don’t need any more drugs!”

	Everything is happening so fast. I need a second to breathe. I need time to comprehend what’s going on. I try to sit up, but the room spins whenever I lift my head.

	“I don’t care about the cut, or the hole in my back, or my bloody nose. What’s painful is my…” Blackness creeps into my vision, either from the drugs or the knocks to my head. “… pain … my head…”

	Someone catches me before I hit the floor, but I wasn’t upright, so I don’t know how I could collapse. My eyelids are leaden with sleep, unable to be pried open. My shoes, socks, and jeans are taken off. I float out of the room and fall onto a bed where a fleecy blanket covers my cold body.

	Autumn talks to me underwater. I can’t answer. She moves in closer, whispering in my ear with a soothing click of her tongue and soft lips against my ear. “It sounds weird, Dylan, but that’s how I feel …” I reach for her, only to catch hold of the blanket. She tucks it under my chin, her soft voice lulling. “Tender, warm, and safe,” she says. “Yes. Just relaaax.”

	I don’t want to move or ever wake up. I’m in a drugged half-sleep, having a one-sided conversation, hearing Autumn’s words and never my own. I must be answering because she pauses to listen, but her exchanges back are unclear, my brain picking up what it wants and tossing the rest aside.

	“I’ll get your knife.” She runs her fingers through my hair. “I will. Breathe, babe. In … and out. Yesss. Close your eyes.” She rubs the back of my legs. “Massage oil. Relaaax. Breeeathe.”

	It’s lucid dreaming, except I’m awake.

	“No,” she whispers. “What song? No, no, no, we can’t have that.”

	Instead of my aggravated response to repetitive sounds, her flow of whispered clicks brings relaxing pleasure.

	“Yes. Tell me about him,” she says. “I’ll take care of you. I’m right here for you. Gentle kiss. Gentle touch. Gentle kiss.” Her voice is paralyzing. “One more kiss … A Long December.”

	I flop over and moan.

	“Relaaax. Relaaax.”

	“Dylan!”

	My eyes flicker open. I sit up, hearing my name, but find that I’m alone in an unfamiliar room.

	“Heather?”
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	There’s a state between wakefulness and sleep when my thoughts warp and I think Jake’s still alive. And there’s a state between sleep and wakefulness when I think Heather’s next to me, but my mind is powerless to stay in the dream. Within seconds, I’m back in waking life and Heather is dead, her hand no longer in mine.

	I look around Autumn’s bedroom. Her blinds are drawn and the loft is deafeningly quiet. A haze of natural light penetrates the doorway, cast back from the front windows in the living room.

	Must be morning. My mouth is dryer than stale bread.

	An excruciating headache lowers my eyes to mere slits. There’s a bandage on my palm and a razor-sharp pain in my back. I ease off the bed and stagger to the living room in my boxers, blinking when the bright light burns my eyes.

	My clothes are washed and neatly folded on the kitchen counter. The potent scent of lavender laundry detergent makes me queasy. Over the lavender scent is a hint of cigarette smoke and a trace of cinnamon, the latter on my greasy skin. I touch my arm and sniff my fingers, then rub my thumb and forefinger together, deducing it’s massage oil.

	“Autumn?” I listen.

	The refrigerator hums, cars drive past, a door closes in the corridor of her building, but there’s no response from her. She might be at work. I haven’t a clue what she does for a living, other than nosing around for the cops.

	I poke my thumb through the slit in the back of my flannel shirt before setting it back on the counter. Memories from last night come flooding back. The fight. The cops. Trevor. Blood everywhere. I look around, finding no evidence that anything occurred in this room. Autumn’s loft is immaculate. Hospital clean. Everything in here is impeccably organized as if staged for a magazine shoot. There’s even a cookbook on her kitchen counter open to a cookie recipe, bringing the butter to mind. My knife is next to it, and a bottle of Vicodin. I ingest a pill with a gulp of orange juice from the fridge, take a second drink, and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

	“Autumn, you here?”

	I catch another whiff of cigarette smoke and follow the scent to the bedroom. Then track the sounds of splashing water to her bathroom, finding her in all her glory, naked in a bubble bath, a foot bouncing on the edge of the tub and a cigarette between two fingers. Her eyes are shut, lips moving to whatever song is playing on her iPhone.

	“Luscious, drop-dead diva,” I say, filching the cigarette out of her hand. She sits up and places her earbuds on the floor, her breasts cresting the water.

	“Hi.” She smiles.

	“Did I score?” I ask, taking a drag of her smoke before handing it back.

	She laughs. “Dylan, I said hello.”

	“Hey, gorgeous. Did you take advantage of me while I was knocked out? I’m sore from head to toe.” I look in the mirror. The bridge of my nose is the color of a beet, matching my bloodshot eyes, and my hair is flat on one side.

	“Is that what you think happened?” she asks. “We did the deed?”

	I rub my morning stubble while looking down at her. “Nah. I’d remember.” I grin. “I’m glad we didn’t. I wanna be alive our first time. Not all drugged up. You deserve the best after saving my life last night.”

	A nipple peeks out from the bubbles, baiting me to come over and kiss it. “I gave you a relaxing massage last night. I touched you everywhere, except for there.” She points at my crotch. “It was magnificent. Sorry you missed it.”

	“Me too. I need to take a piss.”

	“Nice changeover. Kiss me first,” she says. I put my hand on the edge of the tub and give her an affectionate kiss. She licks her lips. “You taste like oranges.” She licks them again. “And smoke.”

	“Good combo. Can I go while you’re in here?”

	“Yep.” She gestures to the toilet and closes her eyes. “I won’t watch.”

	“Doesn’t matter, you’ve seen it.” I stand over the toilet, trying to relax, but can’t get a stream going.

	“It’s the painkillers and the sedative,” she says.

	“Must be,” I speak in short sentences, my brain in need of a jump-start after such a rough night. “Slow stream,” I say, casting a side-eye onto the navel ring emerging underneath the popping bubbles. “Amazing.”

	“What’s that?” she asks.

	“This. You. Me. What we’ve been through and the way we’ve touched without having sex. It’s strange. I mean, comfortable. Don’t you think?”

	She smiles and smokes. I wait for an answer that doesn’t come.

	“Do I sound like a nerd? Too soft?” Still, she doesn’t answer. “What, Autumn? What?”

	“You sound like you like me. Now I think I have less of a chance of becoming a ‘tap-that-ass’ girl like the drunk guys at the party wanted.”

	“I’m not like them.” I flush and wash my hands, fixing my hair with my wet fingers.

	“No? I have a sneaking suspicion that you are. Once I give it up, I’ll never see you again. That’s kinda sad, don’t you think? But maybe I’m wrong.”

	She can’t think that’s true at this point. Not after the way I obsess over her.

	“Come over to me,” she says. “I took the day off for you.”

	“From where?”

	“From doing stuff. From life.”

	“Being secretive again?” I straddle the tub, one foot in the water and the other on the floor.

	She hands me a washcloth and puts her leg on my thigh. “Wipe, please,” she says, lowering into the tub, the water level with her chin.

	“What do you do?” I wet the cloth and wipe her leg, working up her thigh and back down. “I thought maybe you were a poet.”

	“No.” She laughs. “Why’d you think that?”

	“The poem you gave me. It was clever.”

	“Being clever may be the only thing I’m good at.”

	“You a student?”

	“No.”

	“Then what?”

	“I’m a woman who loves a great adventure.” She pauses, dips her head underwater, resurfacing with her hair slicked back. “Don’t tell me that’s cliché. It’s the joy of life, Dylan. Live each day as if you’re on a fantastic never-ending road trip, following your heart and not your foolish brain.” She ashes into a metal incense burner on the edge of the tub, her pinky finger sticking out, smoke trails lingering overhead. “Remember what I told you. Thinking’s bad. It will kill you.” She points at me. “Let up and let go, see what happens then. Maybe you’ll be free from whatever’s causing you to cry out in your sleep.”

	“Oh.” I shrink back, taken off guard by that comment. “I…I didn’t know—” I stop short and decide to change the subject. “How do you make enough money to afford this place?”

	“Who in our generation makes enough money to afford anything?”

	“I do okay.”

	“Why is that?”

	“What do you mean, why? Because I work.”

	“But is it because you don’t have people breathing down your neck? No boss? No one above you to control your life?”

	“The bar’s not mine. Not yet anyway.” I dunk the washcloth and take her other leg, wiping from knee to ankle.

	“By the way, how do you feel today?” she asks.

	“Like I got stabbed.” I steal the cigarette from her, letting it hang off the side of my mouth as I wash her feet. She leans back and scoops handfuls of bubbles over her chest.

	A gray tiled shelf built into the wall above her head has a supply of rolled washcloths and a bottle of strawberry-scented bubble bath. Must be the source of her Kool-Aid scent.

	I feel the silk shower curtain and dig my toenails into the plush bathmat. “I should fix my place up. It’s a dump compared to yours.”

	She looks around. “My parents bought this loft as an investment. I’ve been renting it since college.”

	“Ah. So it’s not yours.”

	“No, but I’m not a freeloader. Besides my rent, I pay the utilities, taxes, and building fees. My parents won’t find a better tenant, and they like the fact that I’m so close to my dad’s office. You know, so he can keep an eye on me, even when we’re not talking.”

	“You still haven’t said how you afford this place.”

	Her ringing cell cuts into the conversation. She grabs it off the floor before I can see the caller’s name. “My dad.” She groans and drops it back down. “I’m sure a rumor from last night spread to his office today.”

	“About the fight?”

	“No. About the ‘suspicious man’ in my life.” She wiggles her toes for me to wash them. “I’m just a baby to him. Twenty-three, right? And unless I’m married, men shouldn’t be at my place.” She shakes her head. “He sent me a text earlier, warning me not to embarrass him. He wants me to start acting more like a lady. What’s the exact definition of a lady anyway?” She picks up her cell and taps the screen. “Let’s see … a lady is ‘a woman of sophistication and gentle manners.’ Well hell, I guess that means I shouldn’t be killing drug dealers.” She drops the cell on the floor and plunges underwater, staying down longer this time, breaking the surface with a gulp of air. “Damn.” She slides a hand down her face and sits back. “My dad wears me out, always on my case. Have you noticed how exhausted people our age are? We’re too young to feel this way. Are you as tired as me?”

	I nod.

	“Why is that, Dylan? Why are we exhausted in our twenties?”

	“Because we have conversations like this way too early in the morning.”

	“Yeah. Funny.” She gives me a cheeky smile. “Keep pampering me.”

	I laugh. “No problem. I owe you for taking care of me last night.”

	I hand her the cigarette then load the washcloth full of soap, slinking forward on the tub to wipe her shoulders and neck. She hunches over, resting her forehead on my leg.

	“I lucked out,” I say. “My parents have always been supportive.”

	“Mine too. But my dad’s conformist routine of going to school, then working every day, every week, all year, from the time I’m eighteen until the day that I die will destroy me. I believe somewhere in that span I should be allowed to live. His generation’s existence is all about staying busy, letting society own them until it’s over and they’re too old to walk. But that’s death in and of itself. I’m more about taking my retirement in my twenties, letting my heart thrive while I’m young. How can anyone enjoy having time off when they’re old? Sounds boring and ass-backward to me.”

	As usual, I can’t tell if she’s serious or not. Listening to her is like climbing out of a dark hole into the light, only to duck underground and back out again. In and out.

	“I have no shape,” she says.

	“What type of shape?” I look down at myself. “I’m kinda rectangular.”

	“No, Dylan. You asked what I do. I’m answering you by telling you what I don’t do. I wasn’t created to fit inside a box. That’s what my dad doesn’t get. He’s trying to mold me into something I’m not.”

	“Have you told him that?”

	“Never. Get in the tub.”

	Her command is so unexpected that it doesn’t register at first.

	“There’s lots of room. Sit on the opposite side and face me.” She blows smoke upward, spreads her legs wide for me to get in.

	I drop my boxers. She checks me out but keeps a poker face. I wish she’d smile or say something. Anything. I’m not stiff, but I have a sizeable chub. Come on. A straight face, Autumn? No expression at all, Autumn?

	“Superb,” she finally whispers, passing the cigarette as I slip into the water.

	“Thanks. What do you want from your dad?”

	“Same thing everyone else wants—to be recognized. Most days I’m stuck behind a desk, filling out paperwork and filing reports. I want credit for what I’m doing.” She holds the incense burner up for me to ash the cigarette. “I’m not interested in tagging along in the same way he does. People manipulate him. It’s pathetic, just plain sad.” She puts the burner on the floor. “I’m strong and able on my own. I’ve proved that to some people. But still, my dad taints my life. What I want is for him to understand that I’m not inspired by what I’ve seen and experienced, but fired up by what I haven’t seen and who I’m not. I have no desire to use the family name, his name, to get ahead.”

	I’m not following any of this with her foot on my erection. I think I’m in the middle of a footjob. With the onset of the Vicodin, this is the best high I could ask for.

	“He doesn’t dream like me,” she adds. “My dad doesn’t dream about anything. But he’ll see the light when I prove him wrong. It’s time to take it down.”

	“You’re going to take your d-dad down?” Her touch is incredible, powerful enough to make me stutter.

	“No, not him. It. This city,” she says. Her knee crests the water and her other foot joins the play. “You like that?”

	Paradise. I’m in total paradise, forgetting everything she just said.

	“Dylan?”

	“Yeah. It’s terrific.”

	She takes the cigarette from my hand and snuffs it out in the burner. “Would you like more?”

	“Please.”

	“How polite.”

	I meet her halfway for a kiss. Her fingers tiptoe up and down my legs while our tongues dance.

	“You’re so sexy.” I glide my lips along her jawline, smiling when her hand sneaks between my thighs.

	“You’re big for me,” she whispers.

	“It’ll get even bigger.”

	“Show me.” She moves closer, slipping her tongue past my lips.

	I brush the underside of her breast and then take a nipple between my fingers, getting drunk on her kisses.

	“Be careful,” she whispers, placing my bandaged hand on the edge of the tub.

	“I will.”

	“Dylan?”

	“Mm?”

	“I want you inside me when you’re feeling better.” Her voice is so soft I can barely hear it, more sensual than a whisper. “For now we can play. Sit on the edge of the tub and I’ll make you feel sensational.”

	I do what she asks, spreading my legs to give her room to wedge between them. I run my fingers through her wet hair as she looks up with a mischievous gleam in her eyes.

	“Beautiful.” I drag my thumb across her freckled cheek and down her small nose, losing my breath when she opens her mouth wide and moves in. “Uh … my God.” My feet strike the facing wall of the tub. “Autumn.” I breathe, gripping the ledge.

	She tries not to smile when a wave of lustful sounds crawls up the walls of my throat. The more she indulges with her playful tongue, the deeper I sink inside her. It’s not long before I offer a warning. “I’m almost there. Pull back.” But her lips lock harder. “I can’t stop it, Autumn.” My legs shake and arms brace.

	She changes positions and nestles me in her cleavage, shielding my tip with the washcloth. Lost in an instant rush of euphoria, I release between her warm breasts, nearly falling off the tub. She clenches the back of my hair and pulls me into a quick-tongued kiss, so hot and giving.

	“Wow.” I suck in a lungful of air to slow my charging heart.

	“That was fun,” she says, tossing the washcloth and releasing the rubber drain stopper.

	“Jesus.” I puff and pant.

	“Sounds like you agree.”

	“Uh.”

	She laughs and hands me a towel, then steps out and puts on a short robe.

	“Wait, what about you?” I grab her leg and pull her back. “I can return the favor. Actually, I’d love to return the favor.”

	“I just satisfied myself before you came in.”

	I feel my whole face light up. “Really?”

	“No.” She pats my cheek.

	“Oh.”

	“I’m fine, Dylan. I wanted you to have some fun, something to hold you over until our romantic date. Besides, you probably have to get to work soon.”

	“Nah, I’ve got all day. I don’t need to be there until four-thirty.”

	She picks up her cell and taps the screen. “It’s quarter after four.”

	“What?” I stand and dry off in a rush. “It’s four-fifteen? I’ve been asleep all day?”

	“It was a strong sedative. I was going to try to wake you earlier, but you looked so comfy, I just couldn’t.”

	“Ugh, I’m opening tonight.” I set the towel on a hook and pull her close for a goodbye kiss, one that will make her hunger for me all week. “Not to be rude after such great play, but I need to run.” I pick up my boxers and head toward the kitchen to get the rest of my clothes.

	“Dylan?”

	“Huh?”

	“Thanks for confiding in me last night.”

	“About what?”

	“Jake.”

	My heart stops. I turn around, taking a step closer, but then I have to brace myself against the wall. “Jake?”

	“I’m sorry you’re dealing with such a painful loss.”

	I’m overwhelmed with an intense surge of anxiety. “Autumn.” My voice cracks. “What did I tell you? What did I say about Jake?”
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	I don’t remember talking to Autumn about Jake’s death, but apparently I did. She knows he fell through the ice and was swept away by the current. But what else I said is a mystery. I could’ve told her about Heather and the suicide note. I could’ve brought up the fight at the party last year, and the guy who had me on my knees at gunpoint. I could’ve told her about Jake tapping his hockey stick on the ice, and the guilt I’ve carried for a year over what happened next.

	I could’ve.

	But she didn’t mention any of it.

	“You guys were at a party next to the river. Jake, he went out on the ice to shoot a puck around while you were drinking. He fell through and the current pulled him under, away from the hole. You couldn’t find him. You reached in but he wasn’t there.”

	That’s not what I officially told other people. I’d better keep my story straight.

	“Holy Mary-Mother … Dylan, what the heck happened to your face?” Our bartender, Tim, stares at the beet color across the bridge of my nose. I unlock the front door to the bar and let him inside, turning the overhead lights on, and the neon signs in the front windows.

	“Just a fight,” I say.

	“Guess you lost.”

	“No, he did. Sorry I’m late.”

	“Whatever. I was just freezing my balls off for twenty minutes while you were out getting snacks to stuff your face.” He nods at the take-out box loaded with chicken wings that I’m carrying. “You look like shit. What was the fight over?”

	“The usual.” I follow him behind the bar.

	“Hope she was worth it.” He elbows me.

	“Definitely worth it.” I fill a glass of water and head toward the back hallway. “I’ll be in the office for a few hours. I have to place some orders. Gina will be in at six to serve.”

	The warm swirl of Vicodin has left me without a smidgeon of pain. It’s a great high, easy to understand why people get hooked on the stuff. My addictive urges are already pining for more.

	I set the take-out box on my cluttered desk and put on my black baseball cap, lowering it over my eyes as I sit down, settling in before I send Autumn a text. One final contact before I lose myself in work for the rest of the night.

	Can’t wait 2CU Friday.

	I lock my ankles under the chair, jiggling my feet in anticipation. Her text back makes me chuckle: a set of emoji lips and an eggplant.

	Cute, Autumn.

	The nervous wave has returned. The one that takes over my stomach when a girl has me whipped. Months spent taking home one-night stands from the bar was nothing but upsetting. Autumn’s different. She silences my thoughts of Heather and Jake better than alcohol, or ASMR videos, or having a quickie with a random girl. She’s the start of something good.

	I feel a twinge.

	A beat.

	Hope.

	I look up at a shadow growing in the hallway, not at all surprised when my smile for Autumn dies at the sight of Eddie.

	“Ed, we don’t open until five.”

	He walks in and closes the door, one eye surveying my dad’s empty chair, the other on me.

	“You alone?” he asks.

	I look back. “Yeah, you idiot. My dad’s always off on Mondays. You know that.”

	I glance at his outfit. White sweatshirt and black sweatpants that have a hole in the knee and grease stains on the thighs where he wipes his hands after eating. He dresses like a slob when he’s not in uniform. The guy doesn’t care about a damn thing.

	“What do you want?” I ask.

	He sits in the wooden chair across from me and folds his arms, a sneering grin on his face, his legs swinging open and closed. He must be in a cheerful mood because of my busted face.

	“Dylan, Dylan, Dylan.” He clucks his tongue. “Word on the street is that you got your ass kicked last night.”

	“So?” I pull my box of wings closer.

	“What were you doing at Autumn’s loft? I told you to stay away from her.” His sleeves are rolled up over his elbows, and I notice the tense muscles in his forearms. “You not understand English? Non capisco? Je ne comprends pas? Nie rozumiem? Any of that make sense? Italian, French, Polish? What language will make it stick?”

	I stare at the desk, avoiding eye contact.

	“You better listen to me about this one.” He raps the desk to get my attention, then leans back and crosses his arms again. “You may not like me or wanna take my advice. Why, I don’t know. We used to be best buds, but this—”

	“Yeah, I liked you until you started beating Sean and me with your baton for stupid shit.” I glare at him. “And do I have to repeat it? What about Heather’s note? You’ve kept her dying words from me for a year, and now you’re gonna tell me who I can hang with? What the hell’s wrong with you?”

	His chunky legs stop swinging. “Don’t raise your voice at me.”

	“Hey, every time I see you it’s a fight for Heather’s note. You’re a trigger. Either tell me or get the hell out.”

	“Stop acting like such a putz and tell me why you were you at Autumn’s place.”

	My lips form a thin line. “You don’t own my dick, Ed. It’s none of your business what I was doing over there.”

	“It is my business.”

	I fling open my box of wings and pry the lid off the blue cheese dressing. “I know who she is. I can handle it.”

	“Tell me then, who do you think she is?”

	“Farren Black’s daughter. Big whoop.”

	He laughs and goes back to swinging his legs.

	“And”—I pick up a wing and point it at him—“I know she works for Rick in his department, just like Sean and I are stuck working for you. She’s an informant, like us.”

	“Snoops,” he says.

	“Rats,” I say.

	“Moles.” He reaches across the desk and flips my cap off my head, pushing his index finger into the bridge of my nose. “Tell me what else, know-it-all.”

	“What do you mean, what else?” I swat his poking finger away.

	“That’s what I thought and why I’m here. I’m not against you, Dylan. I don’t spend my days planning ways to make you miserable.”

	“You sure about that?”

	His palm smacks the desk, and I jump back. “You little prick, I’ve known you since you were in the womb. I went to your football games when you were a kid. I made you and Sean a fortune when you were teens. I’m the reason you had a down payment for your house, and you’ve never even said thanks. Not once. Not for anything.”

	I shove my chair back and plod over to my dad’s desk, pulling out a metal box from the bottom drawer. I bring it over to him and drop it on my desk, counting out the amount of cash my dad said we owed.

	“Thanks, Ed. Thanks for all your frickin’ help.” I slam the wad down in front of him. “Yep. You’ve done a lot for our family.” I put my cap back on and sit down, pulling my chair tight to the desk. “Goddamn bully.”

	He counts it out and pushes four hundred of it forward. “That’s your pay from Friday night.”

	I push it back. “I’ve been telling you for a year I don’t want these jobs. I went to that last house party only because you said I owed you, payback for stepping in at the Andersons’. Remember?”

	“Take it.”

	“No. That’s bullshit.” I tap the pile of cash. “We give you this money, and then my dad wants to give you a bonus for saving me from being arrested. You get paid twice. Then you want to give it to me for helping you out with a drug bust that turned sour, a bust that you clubbed me over. Screw that. I’m not taking my dad’s money from the bar for snitch jobs. You can keep it.”

	“Give it to Sean.”

	“He doesn’t want it either.” I wave a hand from side to side. “We’re done. Finished.”

	He counts the money a second time like he doesn’t trust me. “If some of the guys in my department need a favor, they’re gonna turn to you, not some new guy they don’t know.” He flaps the money at me. “You can’t back out, buddy. Not with the evidence stacked against you. Not with the men you’ve ‘mistakenly’ killed because you have the temperament of a rabid dog.”

	“I was a kid when I stepped into this!” Heat fires up the back of my neck.

	He smiles and smells the bills. “You were a greedy SOB who wanted to buy video games and other useless teenage junk.”

	“I’m far from greedy.”

	“Yeah? What about Autumn? Hope you didn’t fuck her.” He sets the money down and looks me in the eye. “You’ll be dead if you did.”

	My nostrils flare, feet jiggling under my chair. “Why, because you want her? Is that the problem here?”

	“Not quite.”

	“Then what?”

	He strains to lift his foot onto his knee, but it slips to the floor. “Dylan, let me be frank with you.” He pulls his ankle back up by the cuff of his sweats and holds it on his opposite leg with one hand, downright uncomfortable, losing any semblance of authority. “You listening to me?” he asks.

	“I am.” But I’m not. I’m scrolling through my cell phone texts to Autumn from Sunday night.

	He knocks my cell away. “This”—he puts his hand on the cash—“isn’t anything new. Men have been paying cops for a hundred years. Be thankful your dad and I are friends and it’s not some peckerhead coming in here once a month to screw him over.”

	“How are you not screwing him over? Us. Screwing us over?”

	He looks at my dad’s desk. “You’re just like your old man.”

	“Good.”

	“It’s not good. Marzleys talk a lot of shit and can’t stay out of trouble. Your battered face and temper are proof of that. Stuff gets under your skin too easily.”

	“And?”

	“And, it’ll never happen that two people are equal. Someone always has to be on top.” He leans forward and gets in my face. His black hair is greasy as if he hasn’t showered in days. “That person can’t always be you. Learn to keep your mouth shut and behave.”

	“Is this going anywhere?” I dip a wing in blue cheese dressing and take a bite.

	“Yeah, don’t kill guys in the alley, especially ones you don’t know. He could’ve been a bigwig on the streets. And like I said, someone has to be on top. That’d be me in this case.” He steals one of my wings and dunks it in the blue cheese, spilling the dressing over the sides of the container. “Every dark corner, every turn in life, there’ll always be someone against you. Could even be your family, or the woman you’re with. You need to stay cool and keep an eye out for yourself.”

	“Is that what you do? Fend for yourself?”

	“Always.”

	I shake my head. He doesn’t care that he sickens me.

	“This isn’t the safest neighborhood to have a business.” He picks chicken wing sauce out of his fingernails. “Anything can happen. Look at the sub shop two blocks down that was broken into last month, and the place next to the pool hall that burned to the ground.”

	“You couldn’t have stopped any of that from happening.”

	“You sure?” He raises a brow. “The break-in was by an East Side gang. They won’t touch a business paying a salary to a cop. We get the word out fast when a place is under our watch, which the sub shop wasn’t. But you, your dad, and the bar are safe under me.”

	I rub the nape of my neck. Ed’s presence is suppressing the Vicodin. “It’s your job to do this without us paying you.”

	“Hey, if it’s not me, somebody else will step in. This is the way it is. Be happy I’m on your side.”

	I throw my head back and laugh. “On my side? If that’s the case, tell me what Heather said.”

	“Don’t start that shit again.” He wipes his fingers on his sweatpants, licks his lips with his fat tongue. “That note you’ve been pining away for needs to be set on fire.”

	His comment steals my breath. I push back from the desk and spring out of my chair, slamming my fist down in front of him. “Maybe you need to be set on fire!”

	“See.” He points a finger at me. “That anger is what I’m talking about. You’re better off not knowing.”

	I bare my teeth. “Better off? Having to guess what happened to her and making up stories in my head is better off?” I pace next to my desk. “Being gutted like a fish and my heart ripped out is better off? How so?” I run a hand through my hair. “Come on, Ed. Tell me how that’s so.”

	“Did you ever think about who died that night?”

	“What?”

	“Who died first?”

	“Wait. That’s not what you just said.” My brows draw together. “What did you say?”

	“Was Twig dead first? Or was it Heather?”

	“Hold on.” I rub my forehead. “Twig? How do you know Jake’s nickname? Heather called him that.” I step closer, my heart racing. “Was it in her note? What’d she say about him?”

	He looks back at the closed door and then at my dad’s desk as if someone’s listening. “This is why you’re better off never reading it. Look at you. I mention one thing and you’re a mess.” He motions a hand up and down my body. “You’re trembling from head to foot. It’s not good for you.”

	I take another step closer, raising my voice. “What did Heather say about Jake?”

	“Why’d you snap and kill Trevor in the alley? Did you do the same that night to your little brother?”

	“You think I killed Jake?” My body turns numb. “Is that what you’re saying?”

	“You said it, not me.”

	I told myself I’d never punch a cop. I said I’d never strike my dad’s best friend. I said it. I did. But I’m on him in under a second. He manages to duck from my swing, but my second punch clips his chin. I grumble and swear while swinging at his face until our wrestling match ends when his nails dig into my stitches. I wither from the pain, which gives him time to grab my arm and secure it behind my back. My face meets the wall. My legs are kicked apart.

	“Get a hold of yourself.” He huffs.

	“How could you ask me something like that?”

	“The question is, why, Dylan. Why did I ask it?”

	“I didn’t kill Jake. I’d never hurt him!”

	A knock at the door saves me from Ed. I’m released, and he steps back.

	“Dylan?” It’s Tim. “It’s five. Customers are here. Everything okay in there?”

	I steady my breathing before opening the door, whispering to Tim that it’s just a misunderstanding and that I’ll be out soon, that everything’s cool.

	“I’m not buying it,” Tim says, looking at Ed.

	“No, we’re cool.” I sit at my desk and bring my box of wings back in front of me, acting as normal as I can. “Go back to work. It’s just a minor argument.”

	“All right. Holler if you need anything.” He gives Ed the finger before he heads out, something he’d never do if Ed were facing him.

	I straighten my shirt and cap, questioning what Heather wrote. Her nickname for Jake was out of love. When she met him, he was in a growth spurt. No muscle, just skin and bones, tall and lanky, a younger stick-like version of me. A twig.

	“You can’t start saying stuff about Jake without telling me more.” I lower my voice so no one outside the office can hear me. “Tell me that part of the note. What did Heather say about him?”

	Ed sits down and takes out his cell. He shoots a photo of my face, taps a note, and sends a message. “We’re not talking about her note anymore.” He puts his cell away.

	“Who’d you just send that to?”

	“No one.”

	“And yeah, we are talking about Heather’s note.”

	“Dylan, enough. I didn’t come here for that. I came to talk about Autumn.” He raises a finger, stopping my response. “Don’t. Don’t you dare cut me off. Don’t open your mouth. You just attacked me like a wild boar. You have no control. None.” He touches his jaw where I swiped him. “You know how close you are to getting killed? A body showed up in our district this morning, dumped by Rick’s guys. We got word that the kid was the one they picked up from Autumn’s place. The kid you got in a fight with.”

	“Yeah, and how many times have you asked me to do the same for you? Isn’t that the game? Put the body in another district, let them deal with it.”

	“This isn’t a fucking game! Whatever you’ve started with Autumn is over. The guy you killed in the alley and what happened last night puts you at the top of somebody’s hit list. I guarantee it.”

	I suck in a bitter breath. “Both of the guys came after me. It was self-defense. And who is this Trevor guy anyway? I got pummeled last night because of him. Just tell me what’s going on for once instead of keeping secrets stuffed up your ass.”

	He lunges forward, but I seize his hand before he has a chance to hit me.

	“And you talk about my rage?” I whisper. “Who is he?”

	He jerks his hand free and pats my cheek, then gives me a stinging slap. “Little twit.” He takes his money and walks to the door, stopping when my cell rings. “Oh, I almost forgot.” He turns around. “Go ’head and pick up, Dylan. Someone wants to talk to you.”

	I look at my cell. “Shit.”

	I answer the call while staring at Ed. He smirks as my dad rants and raves about the photo that was just sent to him.

	“Yeah, I was in a fight. What do you think it’s from?” Ed crosses his arms and leans against the doorjamb, ecstatic that I’m getting grilled. “Uh-huh. No. I didn’t start it … No. I didn’t know him … No. I didn’t hurt him … No. The cops weren’t involved … No. It’s not that bad … Dad, I can work … No. You don’t have to come here … I said, NO.”

	I drop my cell on the desk and whip my baseball cap at Ed. He doesn’t even blink when it bounces off his chest and falls to the floor.

	“Get out.” I point past the doorway. “All the way out. Get out of the bar.”

	“Is Pete coming in?”

	“Leave!” My fist hits the desk.

	“Figured so.” He laughs. “I think I’ll stay and have a beer with him. He’ll need a drink after he sees you. How many times is this now? Fifty fights? More? Think you might listen to him for once?”

	I rest my head in my hands. Heather, the note, Jake’s nickname, paying Ed, Trevor, the guy from last night, everything is exploding inside my mind. Plus my headache’s back. I can’t stand it. I’m pissed at myself and pissed off at being pissed.

	“Oh, and Dylan. One last thing, buddy.”

	“No last things. Just go away.”

	“I pray you didn’t fuck Autumn.”

	I sit up and hook my feet around the chair legs so that I don’t come after him. “Why?”

	“Because she belongs to the mayor.” He grins. “She’s his whore.”

	 


 

	17

	 

	Sean stamps snow off his boots in the entryway to the bar. He waves when he sees me across the room, and I point at the empty table under the front window. He gives me the thumbs up, claiming the spot.

	I pour a pitcher and grab two beer mugs from Tim, then head over to the table to meet him.

	“You look terrible,” he says, knocking his boots together, sending mini snowballs onto the floor.

	“Thanks. Stop getting snow all over the place.” I place the pitcher and two mugs down, sitting across from him.

	He takes off his trapper hat and unzips his coat. “The weather’s shitty. Your mom called the house and said a lake-effect storm is moving in.” He sets the coat and hat on the empty chair between us.

	“Look at me.” I wave a hand over my face. “This is more important than the snow. I almost got killed last night.”

	He studies my face. “You said you were going to Autumn’s for the night.”

	“I got jumped, Sean.”

	He narrows his eyes for a second but then gives me a curious look as if he’s confused. “I’m just going to venture a guess and say you lied about going to see Autumn and went over to the Andersons’ instead. Bet Lona busted your face with the butt end of a shotgun.”

	“After what Ed said to me earlier, I’m considering going over there and doing that to her. But that’s not what—”

	“How can you go there when you don’t have a key?”

	“I’ll kick in their front door, put a gun to Lona’s head, and make her give me Heather’s note.”

	“Dylan.” He rubs his cheeks. “Stop doing this.”

	“Seriously, Sean. I don’t care if I’m arrested. I’m fine with it.”

	He fills the beer mugs, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Tell me what happened.”

	“Get this.” I lean in. “Ed knew the nickname Heather had for Jake.”

	He stops pouring. “Twig?”

	“Yeah.” I nod nervously. “She must’ve mentioned him in her note. How else would Ed know about it?” My speech is rapid like I’m on speed instead of Vicodin. “On top of that, the guy I killed in the alley stole the mayor’s wife’s car. He was after Autumn because she got it back for them. And one of his friends nearly killed me last night, trying to even the score.” I throw my hands in the air. “Now he’s dead, too.”

	“Who?”

	“The guy from last night who tried to kill me. He’s dead. The cops took him away, and he ended up dumped in Ed’s district.”

	He gestures to slow down. “Wait, what are you talking about?”

	“And Ed said Autumn’s the mayor’s whore.”

	“Whoa.”

	“Yeah, whoa.” I chug the beer down and slam the empty mug on the table. “I’m going to the Andersons’ tonight to end this. I’ll get the note and live peacefully in prison.”

	“Peacefully? Being someone’s bitch isn’t stress-free living.” He takes a sip a beer, giving that time to sink in.

	“Okay, you’re right. But—”

	“And what if you go to the Andersons’ and don’t get the note? Then you end up in prison without knowing what it said. Bad idea, man.”

	“I said, you’re right.”

	“Well, I’m glad you called me to come out. It means you want someone to stop you from doing something stupid.”

	“No, Sean. It means I need your help. Do you have your gun?”

	His eyes widen. He touches his hip, and I see a bulge under his sweater where he keeps it. “You’re not … we’re not going to the Andersons’. You just said I was right. Let’s hang out here and drink and talk this out. Why do you think Heather mentioned Jake?”

	I run a finger around the rim of the mug. “No clue.”

	“Are you sure you can’t think of anything?”

	“Nothing. I don’t get it.” I spy Ed standing at the bar. As always, he’s loading up on free beers.

	“Why is Ed here on your dad’s night off?” Sean asks, drumming his fingers on the table. “And why aren’t you working?”

	I wave a hand across my bruised face and hold up my bandaged hand. “Why do you think?”

	He laughs. “You got fired for getting in another fight?”

	“Yep. I’m just glad my dad doesn’t know I got stabbed in the back.”

	“Stabbed? How are you even sitting here?”

	“It’s not deep. Four stitches. The guy was trying to scare me into telling him where I put the body.” I take a swig of beer, watching Ed head toward the office. “My dad said I should take some time to think about my life. I can come back when I’m ready to act like an adult.” I twist my mouth, mulling over the fact that he thinks I enjoy getting into fights. “The guy last night attacked me. It’s not like I go out looking for trouble.”

	“Well …”

	“Well, what?” I take out my cell and tap Autumn’s number.

	“Who you calling?” He looks at the screen.

	I pull away from him. “Autumn.”

	“And you’re not looking for trouble? I told you last week that girl ain’t right.”

	“I need to ask her.”

	“If she’s the mayor’s whore?”

	“Yeah … Pick up, Autumn. Pick up.”

	He grabs the cell and ends the call. “Dummy.” He smacks my forehead.

	“What?”

	“You don’t need the mayor’s slut.” He scans the room. “There’re at least five women in here you can hook up with, two staring straight at us.” He raises his beer at one.

	“I don’t even know if what Ed said is true. Besides … I’m not interested in anyone else.”

	“You’re not married or in love with this chick. I don’t see a ring on your finger.”

	“I’m good. I got some today.”

	He smiles. “You got some? From Autumn?”

	“No, a hooker. Who do you think? And even if I hadn’t, I don’t need anyone else.”

	He looks down at his beer, wiping the condensation off the mug. “I thought it would help.” He takes a few drinks, quieting down. The expression on his face pained.

	“I know you wanna help, Sean. I appreciate it.”

	“It’s not just that. You can’t cross this line with Autumn and the mayor.” His mouth sets in a hard line, the way it does when he’s troubled. “You get involved with her, and you’ll end up with a bullet in your head.”

	“You sound like Ed.”

	“Maybe Eddie’s right this time. Think about it for a while. And pull out from that invite to the mayor’s party Friday night. You’re a poor man from the West Side. You don’t fit in with those people.” He tips his chair back and folds his arms.

	“I’m going. I’m walking into that mansion holding Autumn’s hand.”

	The chair legs hit the floor in a hard thud. “Screw you. I didn’t sleep the first month after Heather and Jake died. Can’t you step back this one time so you don’t get hurt? You can’t go through that again.”

	What he’s saying is, he can’t go through that again. He doesn’t want Autumn to mess me up any more than I already am, and he can’t go through it on his own if she does. He’s also not exaggerating about not sleeping after Jake and Heather died. He lived outside my bedroom, his ear pressed to the door, listening to make sure I was still breathing. He didn’t think I was going to survive the loss. Everyone was worried, but Sean was the one who was with me. He sat with me every second I wept, each time I vomited, and the long nights when I tried to drink myself dead. He kept me alive and grieved right alongside me.

	During the second and third months, I was a walking zombie, going to work and home to bed. Nowhere else. Bar and bed. Bar and bed. By the fourth month, he was bringing home women, two at a time, one for him, one for me.

	“You need to feel something other than pain,” he’d say. “Sex will help with that.”

	Then it became the norm. I’d screw whoever approached me at the bar, sex more numbing than beer. My mind went blank after I came, no thoughts of Jake or Heather. But with Autumn it happens when I see her. When we talk, or when I think of her. It’s her as a whole. Not sex. Just her.

	“I don’t think about Jake and Heather when I’m with Autumn,” I whisper, unsure I want him to know that. “She’s good for me,” I say, louder this time. “And she’s cool because she’s not a doormat.”

	He sighs. “I suppose it’s a bonus that she’s gorgeous.”

	“And she can shoot a gun better than us.”

	Deep creases form in his forehead. “That’s bull.”

	“Okay, better than me.”

	He relaxes a little. “So what is this then? Are you two a couple?”

	“Maybe. I walked in on her taking a bubble bath today. She … she’s amazing.” I blush. “She went down on me, and I didn’t even have to ask.”

	“Hmm.” He puts his arm over the back of the chair and looks up at the television, gesturing that the hockey game’s about to start. “You’re right.” He takes a slug of beer.

	“About what?”

	“Autumn’s on your mind instead of Heather mentioning Twig. That is different.”

	A muscle in my jaw twitches when he says that. I check my cell for new messages before flipping to Heather’s photo. Her blue eyes are accentuated with thick eyeliner. Her blonde hair is tucked behind her little ears. I take multiple swigs of beer leaving the photo open, watching the start of the game before I respond to his remark.

	“That’s not entirely true. Jake and Heather fade from my mind when I’m around Autumn on a normal day. This isn’t one of those days. The stuff about Twig is new, so even if Autumn were sitting next to me right now, I’d still be thinking about Heather.”

	He points at a girl in a burgundy coat walking past the front window. “We’ll see if that’s true.”

	Autumn takes hulking steps through the front door, miffed about something. She throws her head forward, shaking the snowflakes out of her hair, then tosses her head back, hair puffed out, cheeks rosy red.

	“What are you doing here?” I ask.

	She sniffs and wrinkles her nose from the cold while unbuttoning her coat. I notice when she drapes it over the chair next to me that she stitched the gunshot hole in the pocket.

	She leans in for a kiss. Her tongue slides alongside mine, ending with a punctuated lip smack.

	“Hot,” Sean says.

	“I called Dorazio.” Her warm breath fans my lips. “He told me he was here.”

	“He’s in the back office.” I point toward the hallway.

	She looks back that way. “Can I go back there? I promise to leave my gun with you. It’s in my coat.”

	“What’s the problem?” I ask.

	“The problem is”—she examines the room to see who’s here—“Dorazio treats me like a four-year-old. Can I go back there, or not?”

	“I’ll take you.”

	She puts her hand on my shoulder before I can stand. Ed’s coming out on his own, straightening his leather cap that barely fits his oversized head. He sets an empty beer bottle on the bar and walks over to us.

	“You’re an ass, Dorazio.” She blows a stray hair away from her eye with a wild breath.

	“What’s wrong, Autumn?” He snickers. “Crossing districts again?”

	“You know why I’m here.” She prods his chest with her finger.

	He puts his hands on his hips and spreads his legs in his usual superior manner. “I went out on my front stoop at four to get the morning paper,” he says. “You know what I saw dumped in my driveway?” He lowers his voice and moves closer to her side. “No other place to put a body these days? You trying to send me a message?”

	“I had nothing to do with that.” She steps back.

	“Sure you didn’t. But I have a hunch your sugar daddy did.”

	Her jaw drops. “Nick’s not my …” She trails off and turns to see my reaction, to see if I know about the mayor.

	I look away, noticing Heather’s photo is still open. I close the screen in a hurry and put my cell away.

	Somehow, Autumn manages to stay cool. She takes another glance around the room—a handful of customers watching—and quickly changes her body language. Her hands relax, shoulders lower, and everything about her turns calm. She opens the door, signaling to Ed that she wants to move the conversation outside.

	“We need to talk, but I’m not going to disrupt my boyfriend’s business.”

	“Boyfriend?” Sean mouths.

	I bite my bottom lip to hold in a smile. “I’ll be right back. Stay here.”

	“No.” He grabs my arm. “She can handle whatever’s going on. Besides, your dad’s watching. The last thing you need is for him to see you arguing with Eddie outside the bar.”

	I take a quick look at my dad standing behind the bar. He picks up Ed’s empty beer bottle, eyeing the argument outside the front window. He elbows Tim to see if he knows what’s going on. Tim shakes his head that he doesn’t.

	I listen over the noise of the hockey game, catching snippets of their conversation through the glass.

	“You have no right to tell my dad about my life!” Autumn screams. “Cops are driving back and forth in front of my loft because you called him about the guy in the parking lot.”

	“I didn’t tell him,” Ed claims.

	“Yeah, right. They’ve been stalking me for hours. I have no privacy whatsoever. I don’t need babysitters, Dorazio.”

	“She’s furious,” Sean says, craning his neck to see over the windowsill.

	“Nick won’t protect you forever. You’d better watch your mouth around me, Autumn.”

	“Nick and I are friends. We’re not intimate, okay? I’m not having sex with the mayor.”

	“You mean, he’s not fucking you anymore.”

	She takes five steps back then stomps forward and tries to slap him. He catches her wrist and pulls her to his side. Her arm shakes as he whispers something in her ear.

	I get up to help, but Sean holds me back. “Wait, give them a second longer.”

	Autumn breaks free from his grip and looks at me through the iced window, overcome with sadness. I sink into the chair, tormented. “I think Ed told her. He told her about Heather.” I should’ve prepared for this, should’ve expected it.

	“Who cares? She would’ve found out eventually.”

	I grip the table and stand back up. “The last thing I want is her pity.”

	Ed slips away. I catch a glimpse of him a minute later, materializing under the corner streetlight. A snow gust circles him, his body swiftly consumed by the weather and the darkness of night, lost in black and white.

	I look back at Autumn. Fat snowflakes land on her hair and form a shawl on her shoulders. She comes to me, setting her palm against the glass, the warmth of her hands melting the ice over my face. A plow’s headlights transform her into a silhouette. Like a solar eclipse, her arms and legs merge with her body, and for a second, she vanishes from sight—a mere black speck in my vision.

	“Don’t stop me this time,” I say to Sean, grabbing her coat and rushing outside. I brush the snow off her emerald-green sweater. The color like spring grass rising out of white mounds.

	“Sorry,” she says. “That was selfish of me.”

	“What was?” I help her into her coat.

	“Everything. I should go.”

	“No.” I grip her arm and pull her back, patting the snow off her hair. “Why would leave? You just got here. Did Ed say something about me?”

	“Nothing he hasn’t told me before.”

	I chuckle out of nervousness and fear. “Meaning what?”

	She holds her collar tight to her neck, flashing the gold “A” ring on her pinky finger, and the black heart tattoo on the finger next to it. The way her hand is positioned under her chin, and reading her fingers from left to right, I understand the message. I don’t know if it’s intentional or not, but it’s right before my eyes.

	The heart. The “A” ring.

	LOVE AUTUMN.

	“Come inside with me.” I nod toward the door. “I don’t care what you know about my past, or if you think I’m damaged, or what Ed said. I just want us to hang out.”

	She places her ice-cold hand in mine. “Dylan.” She pauses. “He said your last girlfriend…”

	I exhale and look down at my feet, swiping snow back and forth. “It’s been some time. It’s not like it was yesterday.”

	“He said you’re in a bad mood tonight over her.”

	“It’s his fault that I’m upset.” I raise my voice, turning away with regret.

	“He seems to think you’re mentally ill.”

	I turn back quickly. “Do you think I am?” I ask, my words pressing.

	“No, not as much as people think I am.” She smiles, and I can’t help but smile back. “Tell me though—”

	“It was over a year ago.”

	“Yes, but—”

	“I never saw it coming. There were no signs.”

	“And if—”

	“Any person with a heart would have a hard time getting over it.”

	“Dylan. Tell me. Tell me if you had a second chance … if you met her today, knowing she’d kill herself, would you go through it all again?”

	“Yeah. For sure.” I don’t hesitate to answer.

	“Even if you knew she’d be gone?”

	“I have no regrets about the time we spent together.”

	“You loved her.”

	I nod. “I did.”

	She traces my jawline to my chin, gripping it hard. “You’re honest. I like that. Not having any regrets means you were good to her.”

	“I’m not the type to hide from love. I really can’t anyway, not when it tackles me.”

	She nods and looks around the empty streets. “Sorry I let Dorazio get to me.”

	“I could say the same. What else did he say?”

	“That’s about it.”

	I know she’s lying because she looks away. “What else?” I tug her coat, needling her to tell me.

	She pulls me toward the door. “Let’s go inside.”

	I pull her right back. “What else?”

	A Tahoe drives slowly by. Two cops stare out the window at us. They put on a show, flashing the lights and discharging a short one-second-siren chirp.

	“One beer,” she says, holding up a finger, her eyes following the cops. “I’ll stay for one drink, but people are watching.”

	Rick’s crew, her dad, possibly even the mayor are keeping an eye on her after last night.

	“What else did Ed say?” I urge her to answer. “I won’t waste my time with someone who keeps secrets from me. Don’t treat me like Ed and everyone else. Just say it.”

	“Fine. Dorazio thinks you did something to your brother. That you may have killed him.”

	Hearing that untruth a second time is as painful as the first. I start to sweat. A lump forms in my throat. I stare at her in panic for a good minute. She’s trying to read me, to figure out if I did something wrong, and if I could’ve killed him. And I’m pretending to be in control, but then it all goes to shit. I can’t act as if it doesn’t bother me. Now would be a good time to snatch the gun from her pocket, find Ed, and force it down his throat. Make him tell me why he said that about Jake, and why he would dare repeat it to Autumn.

	“Dylan, he’s speculating. He has no proof.”

	“He’s wrong!”

	She rubs my arm. “I believe you. It’s okay.”

	“Damn him.” I pound the window and gesture to Sean to get my coat and come outside. He picks up our things and heads out, putting on his trapper hat before handing me my coat.

	“What’s up? The game’s on,” he says.

	“We’re going to the Andersons’ to get that note. Don’t fight me on it, just give me your gun.”
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	Autumn shouldn’t be next to me in my truck as I drive to the Andersons’ house, but she wanted to tag along. No, not wanted, she insisted. And of course, I caved.

	I tell her not to feel sorry for me. She says she won’t. I tell her this is the worst of me. But she says it might be the most genuine. Then she tells me not to feel guilty for having loved. She means what she says.

	I’ve fallen hard for her, but it’s impossible to know if my feelings are real or if I’m experiencing lust. Can I be utterly lost in a girl who I haven’t slept with? Heather was the only one who made me punch-drunk, and I don’t see how anyone else can compare. I shouldn’t be thinking about Autumn anyway. Not now. Not when we’re in Heather’s neighborhood.

	This is downright odd. It’s odd to bring my new girlfriend to my deceased girlfriend’s parents’ house. Sean thinks so, too. He’s said it twice. “This is totally weird, Dylan.” But Autumn disagrees. She tells Sean we’re adults and that it’s immature to hide from the past. To that point, I immediately ask about the mayor and her past.

	“That’s none of Ed Dorazio’s business. But yes, I was ‘with’ Nick,” she says.

	The word with causes my heart to miss a beat, stalling out in jealousy.

	“Two years ago,” she adds. “Our relationship was phony. At least to him, it was. I didn’t know he was engaged and I was ‘the girl on the side’ until I saw an article online about his fiancé. I haven’t had a boyfriend since. Just a bunch of flings about as bland as oatmeal.”

	“No shit,” I say, stunned. “No relationship at all?”

	She changes the subject quickly. She says I need help, and she’s glad I let her come along. I don’t know if she’s referring to needing help with Joel and Lona Anderson, or in general. Likely, in general.

	“Dylan, you’re screwing this whole thing up with Autumn,” Sean says from the back seat.

	“No, he’s not,” Autumn says, sitting next to me in the front.

	“You finally like a girl, and you do this? You take her to Heather’s house?”

	When I smile at him in the mirror, he refuses to smile back, in a complete stew over this.

	“Don’t listen to him,” she says to me. “Sean, a relationship isn’t based on bits and pieces. You have to be willing to share everything.”

	“Wroooong. Not this. No way,” he says.

	“Yes, this too,” she argues. “The good and the bad.”

	“Dylan”—he leans forward—“I think you should drive home and let this go. Maybe Autumn will give you another round of head back at the house.”

	My laughter catches me off guard. I tighten my lips, seeing Autumn’s open-mouthed expression out of the corner of my eye. “Sorry ’bout that. I wanted to brag about how fantastic it was. I mean, how fantastic you are.” I lay it on thick.

	“Did you give him details?” she asks.

	“No.”

	“No body description?”

	“Nope.”

	“As long as it was good.” She gives my knee a reassuring pat. “Dylan shouldn’t give up on this.” She returns to the argument with Sean. “I wouldn’t.”

	“Because you’re a girl,” he says.

	She reaches back and tugs his scarf. “No, because I’m human.”

	“And you’d bring your new guy along?” He swats her hand away.

	“Absolutely. If my new boyfriend wanted to come along to understand me better, why not?”

	“You’re as cracked as he is.” He snorts, moving restlessly in the seat. “Dylan, I know you’ve been through hell, but you need to separate the past from the present. Especially with this new chick.”

	“He’s saying that out of love,” I whisper to her.

	She looks over her shoulder, eyes zeroing in on him. “Sean.”

	“Huh?”

	“There’s a moment in everyone’s life when the past and the present collide. It’s a sobering reminder of what has and hasn’t changed.”

	He harasses her with a slow clap. “Good one. Where’d you hear that crap?”

	“It’s not crap.” She throws him a dirty look. “Think about it.”

	“Yeah, no. Men don’t want to be reminded of their past. It’s better to keep it hidden away forever.”

	“All right, that’s enough from you two.” Their backbiting is nothing but caustic to my aching head. “Let up, or I’ll pull over and make you both walk home.”

	Autumn clasps her hands in her lap, twiddling her thumbs. “He’s so annoying,” she whispers.

	“Hey, Sean.” I tilt my mirror so I can see him better. “Is that what you think? That I’d be better off never thinking about Heather and Jake? Should I keep them hidden away like they never existed?”

	He turns away. Autumn glances back at him before shifting her gaze at me, then at the window. She draws a heart on the fogged glass, and looks down at the heart tattoo on her finger, giving a half-smile. “I think a relationship is destined for failure when you hide the past from the present.” She presses her finger to the heart on the glass. “People are only interesting when they have a story to tell.” She swipes an arrow through it. “It’s part of the attraction. Too bad you’re a blank book, Sean.” She looks at him in the passenger-side mirror, and he scrunches his nose at her.

	I ease into the brakes and park a few houses away from the Andersons’. It’s dark outside, but not late. They’re still awake and might see my truck if I park right in front.

	“Dylan, this is not what your dad meant when he told you to stay out of trouble.” Sean grabs hold of the headrests and pulls himself forward; his face springs up between the two front seats. “We have an agreement. Right? This is the last time. Say it.”

	“Last time,” I say.

	“And you’re not doing anything foolish, right?”

	“Right.” He made me swear I wouldn’t break any windows, kick in any doors, or use his gun. I can only ask Joel and Lona politely, politely, one last time to see the note.

	“And when they tell you no, you’re going to respect that answer and walk away. Right?”

	“Mm-hmm.”

	“I can’t hear you.” He cups an ear.

	“Right. No guns, no arguing, and I have to walk away when the Andersons tell me to go to hell.”

	“Which house?” Autumn asks.

	“Three up on the left.” I point.

	She leans forward to have a peek. “The snow is too dense to see it from here.”

	“It’s an English Tudor that looks like a miniature castle.” I open my door and step into the biting wind. “Wait here.”

	They hop out and dash to my side of the truck. Autumn tucks her jeans into her boots while Sean wraps his scarf around his neck.

	“We’re going with you to make sure Lona doesn’t blow your head off,” he says.

	“I figured as much.” I buzz my lips. “Don’t get trigger-happy like at the party. This is a different situation.”

	A flickering streetlight by the Andersons’ house attracts me like a beacon. Snow swirls through front yards, and landscape lighting emits a romantic glow. Heather walked past the lights along their driveway the last night I saw her. She turned back to me and waved. I remember that now. Her blonde hair lifted in the wind, and there was a tear on her cheek.

	“Why was she upset?”

	“Who?” Sean asks.

	I massage the back of my neck. “No one.”

	We cross the street. Our boots sink into the fresh snowfall on the narrow sidewalk, burrowing into the crunchy layer hidden underneath.

	Sean zips and unzips his coat. He does it again, the repetitive noise unleashing stress and anxiety.

	“Stop,” I warn.

	He stops briefly, starts again. Stops and starts.

	“Cool it.”

	He puts his hands in his pockets and takes kicking strides, causing snow tumbleweeds to blow down the walk.

	“Sean, would you relax for once?”

	“We shouldn’t be here again,” he says.

	“It’s too late to turn around.”

	“It’s never too late, Dylan.”

	My arm extends across his chest, and I grab Autumn’s shoulder, stopping them as a car speeds past. Out of control, the rear end fishtails. It makes a quick turn into the Andersons’ driveway, smashing through a snow berm left by a plow. The car stampedes to the house and slides to a stop, mere inches from the garage.

	It’s a black Lexus—Joel Anderson’s car.

	“Don’t move,” I say, keeping an eye on the scene.

	A line of pine trees separating the Andersons’ property from the neighbor’s screens us. The driver’s-side door swings open and Joel rushes out, arguing with Lona as she charges out of the car after him, their heated words echoing down the street.

	“Don’t you dare tell me what I can and cannot do.” Lona wobbles close behind him in her high heels. “You hear me, Joel? If I want to talk to a lawyer, I will. I don’t need your goddamn permission.”

	“We can go over things together, before you talk to a lawyer.”

	“I can’t live like this anymore!” she screams. “I don’t need to tell you what I’m doing.”

	“But you can call me for a ride when your car gets stuck in the snow at his office? Are you that much of a bitch?”

	“Don’t you dare call me that!”

	“Don’t do this, Joel. Don’t do that, Joel,” he says in a whiny voice. “Don’t talk.” He turns around and flaps his hands over his head. “Only talk when it’s convenient for you. Is that it? When you need something? Then I’m allowed to talk?”

	“Fuck you.”

	“Fuck you, too, Lona.” He unlocks the side door of their house, pushing it open with a grunt. “Are you going to call me after the divorce when the dishwasher breaks, or just when you need me to come over and unload it for you?” The door slams shut, and their words get trapped inside.

	“You can’t ask them now,” Sean says.

	“Guess not,” I say.

	“But we can listen to them fight.” Autumn moves into the neighbor’s front yard, screened by the row of pines. She forges through knee-deep snowdrifts, clearing a trail for us.

	“Good idea.” I follow right behind her.

	“Really? We’re gonna listen?” Sean huffs. “You guys … what for?” He blows out his cheeks. “Fine, wait up.”

	A light turns on in the Andersons’ front living room, then the entryway, and then the office. Shadows merge as Joel and Lona stalk one another throughout the house, their shouts muffled by the thick exterior walls.

	Taking the lead, I duck past windows, creep across the back patio, and wedge between the overgrown boxwood bushes under their kitchen window. I gesture to Autumn and Sean to stay low. They elbow their way in next to me, and we peep over the windowsill, the top of our heads disguised under a frosting of snow.

	A fluorescent light in the kitchen flickers on. Joel walks in, Lona a step behind, hurling her purse onto the center island.

	He points at the refrigerator door. “Where is she? Where’s Heather’s photo?”

	“Safe.” Lona opens the fridge, slamming it shut a second later, carrying a yogurt container across the room.

	“Safe where?”

	She digs through a silverware drawer, flips off the lid, and shoves a spoonful into her mouth.

	“I told you not to touch any of that. Put her back. Put it all back!”

	I’ve never seen him this angry, or his face bright red, or his fist hit the counter, or hit anything for that matter.

	“Put her back!” He beats the fridge where her photo used to be.

	“Never!” Lona screams.

	I shake my head. Joel Anderson is a mouse. The man before me isn’t him. The aggression and loss of control—I don’t even recognize the guy.

	“You did this.” He follows her around the kitchen island. “She’d still be alive if you hadn’t—”

	“Hadn’t what? Been open with my daughter? Told her what was happening in our marriage?”

	“If you hadn’t cheated on me!”

	She throws her hip out and licks the spoon. “Well, I wasn’t getting any from you.”

	“Wow,” I whisper.

	“And don’t you dare lay this on me.” She drops the spoon inside the container. “It wasn’t my fault. Dylan did this to us. You know that’s true.”

	Joel crosses his arms. “That’s what you always say. You blame Dylan. It’s so much easier than taking responsibility for being a whore, isn’t it?”

	“Heather wrote ‘it was a blow to the head.’ That means something, Joel. It’s about him. I bet he hit her.”

	Sean covers my mouth before my response to Lona’s comment comes flying out.

	“She also wrote about a twig.” Joel paces. “Is that slang? Is it pot? Was someone smoking weed that night? Or was blow about coke? We don’t know. We’ll never know.” His hands flap over his head again. “It could be about anything. She was drinking after she got back and the note is a mess. It’s just a bunch of wild scribbles.” He stops pacing and glares at her. “I know Heather was upset over you, not Dylan. Face it. The clearest part of her note to him is her first word. Pregnant. After that, it’s an incoherent rant!”

	“Oh my God,” I whisper, choked by that word. Pregnant.

	Lona throws the yogurt container in the sink, splattering it on the counter and up the backsplash. “Heather was upset over Dylan.”

	“Over me? Why?” I stand, and Sean tugs me down.

	“Don’t let them see you,” he says.

	“What blow to the head? What did Heather know?” My words gush out. “Was she at the party? Do you remember her being there?”

	“Of course not. I would’ve told you.” He grips my shoulder and holds me steady. “Be quiet and listen.”

	“Her mom was pregnant? Or was Heather pregnant? Which one?” I ask.

	“Dylan, drop your head. Don’t let them see you.” Autumn puts her hand on my head and drives it downward.

	Joel stares at the fridge. “Put everything back, Lona.”

	“I’m not putting anything back.”

	“Then get out!” He makes a swift turn and puts a massive dent in the freezer door with his foot.

	“I’m not leaving the house where I raised my baby girl!”

	“This is my house.” He pounds his chest. “I bought it from my parents before I even met you. You’re not welcome here.”

	She waves her spoon at his face. “I’ll kill you if you don’t stop punishing me.”

	“With what? A spoon?” He catches her wrist. She squirms, but he refuses to let go.

	I stand up, pitching forward and back like I’m revving up to crash through the kitchen window.

	“Dylan, don’t.” Autumn waves me back down. “Let them fight it out so you can get some information.”

	A burst of wind breaks through the backyard. I raise my arm over my face as it powers into me. The gust harvests an avalanche of snow that plummets from one end of the roof to the other. A clump lands on my boots, stirring up a flashback of Heather’s funeral when Joel took a handful of freshly dug dirt and dropped it onto her casket. A fierce wind picked up and the dirt settled on my boots. He released the earth to his daughter as he said his goodbyes, but it came to me. A horrifying experience I’ve never been able to shake.

	I kick the snow off and hunker down before the Andersons see me, suddenly nauseated … and needy. I want to embrace something that isn’t here, and at the same time, I want to embrace something that is here. Lines are crossing in ways I don’t understand. I stare at the beauty of Autumn, her cheeks dusted with specks of snow, tiny flakes glistening on her long eyelashes. She’s all in, with me, for me, considerate about life in its entirety. And I look through the window at Heather’s parents, remembering the beauty of Heather’s life as it was, wondering what we’d be like today, the two of us, here, now.

	Lona breaks free of Joel’s grip. “Touch me again and I’m calling the cops.”

	“Heather should’ve called the cops on you.”

	“What for?”

	“Abuse! You insisted she couldn’t do it. She should’ve come to me.”

	“That’s not what happened!” Lona clutches her hair with both hands. “You’re wrong, Joel. Dead wrong.”

	My legs tremble. I lower my head between my knees and suck in ragged breaths. “Heather would’ve told me if she was pregnant. It can’t be true.” I spit into the snow, about to heave. “Why would she keep that from me?”

	“She wouldn’t have,” Sean says, helping me back up. “She didn’t.”

	I grip the window ledge and peek back inside the kitchen. Joel has his palms flat on the kitchen island, his chin to his chest. “Put everything back, Lona.” He claws the counter. “You need to look at Heather’s photo every day. Every god-awful morning when you come in here, her face should be the first face that you see.” He hugs himself and rubs his arms. “And put that card to the Women’s Clinic back on the fridge so you can remember that you cheated on me. I wanted it there for a reason. Do it, or get your ass the hell out of my home.”

	I turn to Sean. “Was Lona pregnant? Who was pregnant?”

	“I don’t know.” He looks at Autumn for an answer. She shrugs.

	Lona picks at her nails, purposely ignoring him.

	“Now!” Joel shouts.

	She snubs him and marches to the sink to clean up the yogurt that’s running down the wall. “Go to hell, Joel.”

	He rakes his fingers through his hair on his way out of the kitchen, abandoning her in the dark when he turns off the light. His office door bangs against the wall, making Lona jump. She lowers her head, her long nails clinging to the counter, sobs heard before her shoulders begin to shake. She slides to the floor with tears on her cheeks.

	Watching her crumple leaves me feeling empty. There is no home here, only a giant wall holding them as prisoners.

	I use Sean’s shoulder as a crutch to stand. I’m pissed off that Lona has the nerve to cry over her daughter. And pissed off that she has the nerve to feel sorry for herself. I may never come back here. I don’t want to hear how cruel she was to Heather, or arguments over the Andersons’ botched marriage and their hatred of one another. I don’t want to hear that they use Heather’s death to punish one another either. I can’t take it. I just can’t.

	Heartbroken, I gesture to Sean and Autumn that it’s time to head back to the truck. Droplets of sweat on my palms have turned to ice. My socks are wet, my toes numb. We’ll all have frostbite if we stay out in the cold a second longer.

	“You gonna be okay?” Autumn asks, her teeth chattering.

	“No. I need to get the hell out of here before I take your gun and kill them both.”
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	I gave Autumn only a quick kiss when I took her back to the bar to get her car. She understood I needed to be alone. She didn’t complain, completely tolerant of my mood swings and all my other baggage. She’s a rare gem in Northland’s crummy wasteland.

	But that was Monday. Two days later, we still haven’t talked about what was said at the Andersons’, sending only a short text here and there to keep in touch. I let her know Lona Anderson hasn’t become a hit-and-run statistic or been in any mysterious accident. Not yet, anyway.

	And I haven’t talked to my dad, or responded to Sean’s barrage of questions about Heather and the note. He’s been asking what happened last year after Jake and I left the party. As I’ve said to him before, Jake fell through the ice. There’s nothing more to tell. But he keeps nagging me about it. He thinks I’m not remembering. And I keep saying he’s wrong.

	Two days.

	I’ve spent two days in bed, staring at the ceiling, tossing my football in the air like I did when I was ticked off over pointless groundings as a kid. Two days taking Ibuprofen for my head and back, wishing I had Autumn’s bottle of Vicodin. Two days of not shaving, showering, or brushing my teeth. Two days depressed, living in a total state of shock.

	Lona doesn’t want me to read the suicide note because she’s hiding the fact that she’s a disgusting slut. She’s to blame. Not me.

	She cheated. She got pregnant and had the audacity to tell Heather, pitting Heather between her and Joel. I’ve heard of people doing some sick shit, but I never thought a wealthy, educated woman like Lona Anderson would stoop to the level of tabloid talk show shame. She used Heather. I have to believe that’s what happened. Heather would’ve been crushed for her dad, for her parents’ relationship, for the destruction of the entire life she’d known. It crumbled that night, and I wasn’t there for her.

	“Dylan, wake up!”

	I roll over and stare at the blank wall where a map of New York State once hung, torn down one night in a drunken rage. Colored push-pin map tacks marked the spots Heather and I had traveled to during winter and summer breaks from school. Blue, green, purple: lakes, parks, and museums. Yellow: our favorite beaches. Orange: her favorite shopping trips. Red: where we’d made love along the road, one time at a rest stop in broad daylight, another time at a cheap ’60s motel, the neon sign of a sparrow flashing through the side of the thick curtained window. My memories of those trips are clear, only our final night together is fogged by an eternal sleep.

	“Dylan, get up!” Sean bangs the wall, calling up from the bottom of the stairs.

	“I’m sleeping.” I drop my football on the floor.

	Sean stood in my bedroom doorway yesterday and said it was time to stop inventing stories in my head, that I shouldn’t be so fixated on the unknown. I told him being fixated on the unknown is why I’m still alive, and how I’ve been able to sort out part of that night. Bits and pieces, daydreams of what I think I remember…

	 

	 

	“Dylan, it’s been a long—”

	“Heather, stop.” I kill the engine of my truck. “I heard you the first time.” I rest my hand on top of the steering wheel, my eyes focused on the smoke trailing off my cigarette.

	She waits for me to say something, but I feel a weight on my chest and can’t breathe. She scoots next to me, close enough that I smell her strawberry lip balm, her hands unusually cold when she brushes my cheek. My gaze remains straight ahead, not on her.

	“I’m late. I gotta go,” I say, puffing on my cigarette, keeping it pressed between my lips so she can’t kiss me.

	“Since when are you such an ass?” She gets out and slams the door with all her might like our relationship is over for good.

	 

	 

	“Dylan!” Sean calls again.

	I didn’t kiss her goodbye? I thought I did. I thought I told her that I loved her. Why can’t I remember?

	“Hey Dylan. I said, Eddie’s here.”

	“What?” I spring out of bed and grab my hoodie from my footboard, scrambling to get dressed.

	“Eddie’s here.”

	“I heard you, Sean. Don’t let him in.”

	“Too late. He’s in.”

	I tie my flannel bottoms and walk to the landing, staring down at Ed. He’s wearing sunglasses, but it’s evening and dark outside. “Get the hell out of my house.”

	He pulls his baton and widens his stance. “You got one minute to explain why the Andersons filed a report about boot prints around their home. One minute.”

	“It wasn’t us,” I say.

	“Us?” He twists his lips. “I never said there were more than one set of prints.”

	“Oh.”

	“Get down here.” He taps the railing with his baton.

	“No. Seriously, get out of my house.”

	“Get down these stairs!” He bangs the railing harder.

	After a loathsome sigh, I schlep down the steps. He grabs my arm the moment I reach the bottom, spins me around, and cuffs my hands behind my back.

	“What are you arresting me for? I didn’t do anything.” He traps me against the wall and leans into my back. “Come on, Ed. Careful with my stitches.”

	“You have to read him his Miranda rights.” Sean jumps in and blocks the front door. “You can’t come in here like this. What if I was the one at the Andersons’?”

	“Get out of the way.” Ed taps Sean’s shoulder with his baton. “Away from the door. Now.”

	“No. This isn’t legal. It can’t be.” He reaches for his coat.

	“Get back!” Ed pushes him into the living room. “Sit down.” He shoves him onto the sofa. “If your puny ass lifts off that seat, my baton will be up it quicker than you can clench it shut, you hear me?”

	“Sean, I’ll call you from the station. Stay here, okay?”

	He leans back and crosses his arms with a frown and a headshake.

	Ed’s fingernails prod the back of my neck. I’m forced out the front door without boots or a coat. He opens his Tahoe and pushes me inside. The scent of beer is on his breath when he crosses the seat belt over my chest. He sucks in a wad of snot, spitting it onto the street as he shuts the door in my face.

	“Pig,” I whisper.

	He walks around the Tahoe and drops into the driver’s seat, sniffs, sucks in more snot, rolls down his window, and spits.

	“Repulsive,” I add.

	“Hush up.” He takes off his sunglasses and puts them between us.

	“You have no proof I was at the Andersons’ house.”

	“Don’t need it.” He starts the engine and pulls onto the street.

	“You haven’t read me my rights.”

	“Don’t need to.”

	“I’m supposed to be in the back seat.”

	“Doesn’t matter.”

	“What does matter, Ed? That you come out number one in your department no matter who you hurt?”

	He swats the back of my head. “I said, hush up.” He drives in the direction of the station, the heater vents on full blast and aimed at my face. I turn away from the hot air drying out my eyes.

	Damn that Lona Anderson. She did this. She told the police to arrest me. Bet she even mentioned the unreported break-in at her house.

	“What matters, Dylan”—Ed clears his throat—“is that your girlfriend left a body at my place the other night.”

	I won’t respond to that. Autumn said she had nothing to do with it. Certainly, cops in another district were getting Ed back for something. Indisputable.

	“I’m not a happy camper, buddy.”

	I turn farther away from him and shut my eyes, but instead of darkness, I see an image of the Andersons’ fridge. Heather’s photo. Lona’s reminder card for the Women’s Clinic.

	Heather must’ve walked in on her parents in the middle of a fight after I dropped her off. They were arguing about the pregnancy. No, arguing about Lona whoring around. That’s what happened. And Heather overheard.

	She walked in.

	She heard.

	“I’ve given you warning after warning.” Ed’s words are distant.

	Heather was distraught. She grabbed her coat and slid into whatever boots were within reach, racing out of the house to find me.

	“There’s no trust left between us,” Ed continues.

	She left her cell in my bedroom that night. She couldn’t call when she left her house. It’s been the “what if” scenario in my mind all year. What if I had … what if she hadn’t … what if we … what if?

	“You’ve become a burden. A liability, Dylan.”

	Her cell was on my nightstand. We rushed out of my bedroom after we fucked so I could get her home and head to the party for Ed.

	“You have no value to me anymore.”

	I picture her digging through her purse while she was driving, swearing when she realized she’d left the cell at my place. “Shit. Shit, Dylan, you’ve got my phone.”

	Jake wasn’t supposed to be at the party. Heather couldn’t call from her car. It was a coincidence he was there. It was by accident she didn’t have her phone.

	“Maybe it’s age. You no longer look up to me like you did when you were a kid.”

	I gave her cell to the cops. They questioned me for hours, asked if I had talked to her, if I knew where she was later that night. I hadn’t. I didn’t. There was no message from her.

	“Remember when you showed me respect? When you said, yes sir, no sir?”

	Lona didn’t tell the cops Heather was upset over me, and she didn’t tell them the suicide was my fault. I would’ve been questioned more if she had.

	“You’re just not YOU anymore.”

	I turn to Ed.

	“You’re not the same kid, Dylan. You died that night, y’know? You died with them.” He gives me a smug look.

	I close my eyes, not ready to leave my thoughts of Heather for Ed.

	Lona … I know she’s embarrassed and ashamed she shattered the family and traumatized Heather by cheating on Joel, and now she just wants it all to go away. And like me, she’s working to piece the entire story together.

	 “Let’s end this tonight before you bring me down.”

	Jake was a good kid who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. But I never thought Heather was also in the wrong place at the wrong time. I didn’t want to believe Ed when he said she went out that night. I couldn’t think of why she would leave her house.

	Now, I know.

	“It’s over.”

	If Jake was at the party, she could’ve been there, too. It’s possible. It’s more than possible. Sean and I didn’t see her, but that doesn’t mean she wasn’t there. She knew it was by the river. I told her what street it was on.

	“I’m glad you’re listening for once.”

	She went there, needing me, and then she saw what happened. She saw the fight, the guy pointing a gun at my head. Then she saw Jake step in.

	“I guess you’ve accepted the fact that your time has come.”

	Lona was pregnant.

	“One misstep too many.”

	Heather saw us kill.

	“We’re here.”

	She saw Jake bash in a guy’s head with a crowbar. She put it in her note—it was a blow to the head. That would’ve made even the strongest person break. And on top of that, she got drunk … alone.

	“Alone,” Ed repeats my last word, breaking my train of thought. “We’re all alone, just you and me, buddy.” His door creaks open and brisk air coffins my body. My nostrils tighten and freeze. I shudder when I realize we’re not at the station. The landscape is bleak. No houses. No people. No moon, or sounds, or smells. Not a street in sight, nothing but Ed coming to the passenger-side door. I lean away when he opens it, but it’s no use, I’m trapped. He unfastens the seat belt and pulls me out by my hair. An uncontrollable flood of terror falls over me. I’m shoved to the ground, landing chest first next to rocks jutting out of the snow.

	“Last words?” Ed pauses. Duct tape screeches and tears. He flips me over and seals my mouth. “Too late.”

	He slugs me in the gut, and I howl through the tape. I raise my head in the midst of excruciating pain. He hits me again, my muffled cries causing crowing laughter. I’m hauled away from the Tahoe by my ankles. My torso burrows into the snow over the rocky ground, past pieces of driftwood and down an embankment.

	Rocks under the snow. Driftwood cresting the landscape. No life. No noise.

	“I know what Heather’s note implies.”

	We’re at the lake.

	“She saw you kill Jake. Accident or not, she knew you hit him in the head.”

	I strain to shout that he’s wrong. It’s not true. It’s not.

	“Why can’t you let it go? People don’t need to know what you were doing that night. What if someone finds out I sent you to that party? Move on and forget about that supplier’s house and dumping dead pushers into the river. If the wrong people find out, or if anything gets back to the Andersons or your parents … if they find out about Jake … about what Heather saw … I swear, Dylan. Let’s end this before you destroy more lives.”

	Like Lona, he’s protecting himself. He wants the party, the drugs, and the bodies to stay hidden from everyone.

	“Can’t you just bury the past like you buried Jake?” He looks down at me. “I’m guessing Jake got in the way, and you either took him down thinking he was one of the dealers, or you struck him so he wouldn’t talk. Only you hit him too hard, didn’t you? It’s that bad temper of yours, always swinging at people.”

	My heels pound the ice for Ed’s attention. My nose is full of thin mucus from the cold, and I’m struggling to breathe.

	“Having a problem?” He grips my hoodie and pulls me up so I can try to unplug my nose. Forceful exhales and sniffs. He tousles my hair and walks a few feet ahead, takes out his baton and whacks the ice.

	He’s testing the thickness, on a search for a weak spot, a way inside the belly of the lake.

	I hold still, listening for a car, a dog, any sign of life within earshot, hoping someone saw us driving out here. Hoping someone comes before I’m dead.

	“Have you ever felt the water this time of the year? It’s about thirty degrees, like razor blades cutting into your flesh when you drop in.” He knocks the ice with his baton. “Your dad knows the pain. He fell through a frozen pond when we were kids. Did he ever tell you that? Seems to happen more often than not in this city. Kids love skating—we all wanna be hockey stars.” He continues clubbing the ice, stepping over a small mound. “I was able to pull your dad out. He made it to the side by slithering on his stomach, but the water was cold, Dylan. Hypothermia sets in fast. He almost died. Too bad you won’t be alive to ask him about it.”

	Come closer, Ed. Move closer so I can kick you in the gut.

	“Perfect.” The word detonates in the still night. “I hate to have to do this…”

	My heart drums violently. Blood vessels in my head constrict, causing a stabbing pain in my right temple. An adrenaline surge kicks in, except I can’t use it to run or fight back.

	“This time, you’re not getting another chance.”

	Dragged by my feet, I stare at his silhouette and the blackness of the sky. It’s not long before his beady glare and big teeth appear before my eyes, causing my hair to stand on end.

	“You wanna say something?” He smirks.

	I flounder about, thinking I might be able to get free of the cuffs, quickly finding out that my thoughts and actions are two very different things. I wish I had my knife, wish I had my cell, wish I had those things and my hands were free so that I could use them. I wish—

	He rips the tape away, taking some of my hair with it. “Ed, don’t.” I feast greedily on the air. “Don’t do this!”

	“Do what?”

	“Kill me!”

	“Why not?” he asks, deadpan. “Weeks ago, I said you needed to toughen up, but you’ve only gotten worse. You haven’t paid attention.”

	“To what?”

	“Anything I’ve said.”

	 He pretends to smash my face with his baton, making me flinch. “See what I mean? Wimp. Look where we are and what you’ve gotten yourself into. Why did you kill Trevor? Why was that body left at my house? And why can’t you stay away from the Andersons?” He lobs an ice chunk over my head, and I hear a plunk.

	Dear God, open water. I turn and see what looks like an ice fishing hole, only bigger. “Don’t kill me!”

	“Give me a reason not to.”

	“Because I’m Pete’s son. I’m your best friend’s son!”

	“So was Jake.”

	He positions my head over the hole. “Ed, please. Don’t.” It’s a foot down to black water and wide enough for my entire body to fit inside. “Don’t!”

	Miniature waves splash the sides, wetting my face. The lapping sounds intensify as he holds the handcuffs and sends my head into the hole.

	The top of my head hits the surface. “Ed!” The glacial water covers my eyes and nose. “Don’t do this!” My brain feels like slush, like the savagely cold lake is seeping inside. “Pull me up. Please! I’m sorry!”

	He keeps my mouth above the surface, but the rest of my head is in a deep freeze. Water floods inside my nose, causing me to cough and choke.

	“Don’t kill me.” My stomach cramps up and my dinner burns my throat. I swallow it back down, coughing, twisting, firing out turbulent kicks. The more I squirm and call out, the more I realize that Ed’s motionless. He has me confined over the side with my head half-submerged, but he’s still as stone. I’m stuck like this.

	My heart races, knowing he plans to turn my head into an icicle—a slow death. How long? How long will this take? How long do I have to suffer in this position?

	“Get me out of here. It hurts!”

	The hood of my sweatshirt sinks into the water. It becomes waterlogged and heavy, drawing downward. The collar bulks under my chin and around my neck. Mentally, I’m losing it. I’m losing my mind thinking about Jake, remembering the down jacket he was wearing that night. It must’ve been cumbersome in the water, like having a concrete block tied to his back. And his wool-lined boots and fleece gloves made his fight against the current impossible. He couldn’t make it back to the hole. It was pitch-black, and he knew he was in his grave. He knew he was dead.

	“I loved him.” The water steals my tears away. My lips tremble. “I loved Jake more than I love myself.”

	The last thing I want is to break down and have a heart-wrenching cry in front of Ed, but in all hopelessness, I can’t hold back any longer. Sobs come barreling out, and I find it hard to breathe. My chest hurts from not getting enough air into my lungs, the onset of panic crushing as it surges through my veins. I’m going to die of suffocation rather than hypothermia.

	“Please, Ed. I’m dizzy.” My voice is weak. “Help me.”

	“Good boy.” He pulls me up and removes the cuffs. “That was fun, but I gotta get back to work. I left my partner at Tim Horton’s.” He stands and taps my hip with his boot. “Thanks, Dylan. I’ve missed the good ol’ days of making men piss their pants out here. It’s been a while since I’ve done this.” He laughs. “Hope you’ve finally learned your lesson.” He kicks me again. “Little prick.”

	I’d kill him if it weren’t so taxing to move my body, if I could catch my breath, and my eyes weren’t fuzzy with tears.

	“This lake is more punishing than any weapon.” His weight crunches the ice. “It hurts more than a fist or a baton.” His voice fades as he walks away. “Or a knife, or a Taser, or a gun.”

	“I hate you.” My throat is on fire as I speak.

	“Play with the water, Dylan, and it’ll kill you. You know that better than anyone else.”

	The winter air stings my face when I lift my head and call out to him. “Ed!”

	“Yeah?”

	I dig my nails into the ice, drawing my brows together. “You’re dead. You hear me? You’re a dead man!”

	“Am I?” He looks down at his hands and flips them back and forth, then jiggles his beer gut. “I don’t feel dead. I’m not stiff or anything. Maybe you’re dead. Ever think about that? The cold water could’ve done a number on your tiny brain.”

	“Watch your back, asshole.”

	“Yep.” He chuckles, reaching the edge of the lake. He walks up the embankment to his SUV, his footsteps muted by the snow.

	I groan, putting my hands in the pockets of my flannel pants. My wet hair and hoodie turn hard and freeze to the ice. The only thing to keep me company while I lie alone in the dark—no coat, no boots, no cell, not even a cigarette—is my breath floating away. Maybe I will die out here tonight.

	I close my eyes, eager to fall asleep and end this fast.

	The sound of Ed’s boots returns. “Great.” I groan. “What the hell do you want now?” I track the crescendo of crunching ice. “Just go away and leave me alone.”

	“Get up,” someone says.

	“Sean?” I reach for the gloved hand above me. Two men in black coats grab hold of my arms and help me to my feet. Sandwiched between them, they walk me off the lake.

	“A little advice,” one says, “don’t hang out with cops who are under surveillance.”

	“Who? Ed? Who are you guys?”

	“We found him.” The guy on my left talks into his phone. “He’s fine. Frozen, but not dead … Yeah, we tracked Dorazio’s SUV to the lake.”

	“Who you talking to?” I ask.

	“Nah. Dorazio’s panicking. He’s doing the norm, trying to muzzle people. Even the little guys.”

	“What’s going on?” I try to walk on my own, but my arms are gripped even tighter.

	“We’ll bring him right over.” He ends the call and puts his cell away. “See. Told you so, Miles.” He glances at the guy on my right. “Autumn has the goods on everybody.”
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	Some things can’t be explained. Like how Autumn, standing in the doorway of her loft in an open robe, exposing silk panties, a navel ring, and letting her fab breasts hang out, can have a calming effect on my nerves. Or how my thoughts of revenge after an abysmal night with Ed can shift to pleasure and excitement when I catch Autumn’s heavenly eyes peeking up at me from over the rim of her wine glass.

	My heart is beating her name. She wanted me here. She told the men at the lake to bring me right over. Somehow, she’s deeper in the underground circle of moles than Sean and me. But I’m not concerned with any of that right now. I’m too caught up in every hot inch of her.

	I place both hands on her doorframe, leaning forward, chattering eagerly, admitting how much I’ve missed her lips on mine, revealing I’ve thought often about our play in the tub. Then. Shyly. I confess that I’m obsessed with her—my head and all eight inches in my pants are obsessed with her.

	She responds by saying, “Six.” And then she laughs.

	I’m pulled inside by my flannel pant strings and ordered to undress. I drop my wet clothes on her doormat, keeping only my boxer shorts on. She goes to the kitchen and pours me a glass of red wine while taking sips of her own.

	“Autumn, I don’t want to talk about the lake or the cops, or about my past and what the hell is happening right now. I don’t care why those men brought me here, how you knew, and what happens next.” She hands me the glass and motions to follow her to the bedroom. “Really, I don’t care about any of it. I just want to be with you tonight.”

	I need to feel the warmth of a woman, the warmth of her and only her. But there’s a lump in my throat as I think these things. And now I feel anxious because she stopped talking. Secrecy surrounds her, but that’s part of the attraction. I love the mystery of not knowing what she does, where she works, and what she wants out of life. Her fears and insecurities, her habits, quirks, fantasies, or what makes her happy.

	I love that I get to learn more about her over time, and more importantly, that she wanted me here. Because of her, I’m not freezing to death out on the lake. She saved me from myself, from my own internal demise. And for that, I’m thankful.

	This past year, I had lost all certainty that I was even alive. I told Sean my blood had stopped moving through my veins. But something has changed. This gnawing hunger and growing attraction in the pit of my stomach hasn’t occurred in such a long time. Not with anyone. There’s been no laughter. No anticipation. No fascination. Not one spark in my heart for anyone else.

	Until her.

	Until Autumn.

	We head into the bathroom and she turns on the shower, then she tells me to take off my boxers.

	“I owe you one,” I whisper, shivering from the experience at the lake.

	She sets her wine glass and “A” ring on the shelf behind the tub before hanging her robe on the back of the door. After her panties drop to the floor, she steps in, lathering red glycerin soap in her hands.

	“Get in,” she says. “Bring your wine, I’ll make everything better.”

	I take a sip of wine and move closer, circling her crystal stud navel ring, hungry to feel her warm body underneath mine.

	“You’re gawking,” she says.

	“Yep.”

	“You got that look on your face.”

	“What look?”

	“That sultry look. Eyes half-closed like you’re about to devour me.”

	“Yep.”

	I lean in and roll my tongue around a nipple. The delicate lick brings long-drawn hums to her lips. I drink up my wine and place the empty glass on the shelf behind her, step in, and stand under the hot water, soothed when the heat thaws out my head.

	She washes my shoulders and chest, working her way down my abdomen, hesitating when she comes to my stiff arousal. She touches it gently with a soapy hand, skimming down then up and around the tip.

	“Did I win the lottery?” I close my eyes, relishing in being treated like a king. “No one’s ever bathed me before.”

	“Well, if you’ve managed to win me over, you deserve a little spoiling.”

	“Oh?” I open one eye. “How many men have ‘won you over?’ Like, ten? Twenty?”

	“Hmm, no. Maybe one. Maybe just you … maybe.” She smiles. “I wouldn’t be doing this or helping you out if I didn’t think I was possibly falling in love with you.”

	“Wait, what?” I open both eyes wide. “Really?”

	“Maybe.” She spins me around to soap my back, her fingertips tracing Heather’s memorial tattoo several times. She draws in a breath and slinks across to Jake’s. “These are so pretty,” she says, her voice sympathetic. “And thoughtful.”

	“Thank you.” My mouth turns wet from the power of her touch.

	“Are you in a lot of pain? Do your stitches hurt?”

	“No. Just my gut where Ed slugged me.”

	“Your hand?”

	“It’s better.”

	She spins me back around and soaps the stubble on my neck and face, managing to keep all but the ends of her hair dry. My thoughts of pressing against her deepen when her eyes lock back on my erection. I rinse off and moisten my lips for a kiss, but she raises a finger to take it slow, lowering it when my wine-sweetened mouth meets hers. My kiss stirs a whimper, but she only gives in for a minute, her splayed fingers on my chest breaking us apart.

	“You need to understand something first,” she says.

	“What?”

	“There’re other ways to play. Sex has little to do with just sticking it in me.”

	I smile. “I’m not going to just ‘stick it in you,’ Autumn.”

	She takes my hands in hers so they don’t wander. “It’s been a long time for me. I want to be touched first.”

	“Of course.”

	“And I want to experience all of you, not just your six-incher.”

	“Eight,” I correct. “And that’s fine with me.”

	“Six.” She looks at it. Her mouth twists as if she could be wrong. “And you have to understand that I’m afraid once we do it, everything else will disappear. You know, like long kisses. Touching. Fooling around.” She squeezes my hands. “All the fun will be gone. I know that for a fact.”

	I tilt my head, sensing she’s had a bad experience. “I promise, I pay attention to the women I’m with. You’ll get plenty from me.”

	She turns off the water and hands me a towel. “Dry off and come out to the living room. I’ll finish warming you up out there.” She puts on her robe and picks up the two wine glasses, leaving the room without toweling off.

	Tough women like Autumn know how to win over men like me. She knew I wanted her when we first met, so she kept her legs closed. A test. She’s smart and doesn’t put out. I respect that more than anything. Self-control is always a good hook. And once I knew she wasn’t an easy lay, I was sweet on her. Now a kiss or whatever I can get is fine because I just want us to hang out together.

	“I’m waiting,” she says.

	“Don’t get dressed,” I call out.

	“Stay hard,” she calls back.

	“That’s not a problem.”

	I walk into the living room with the towel wrapped around my waist, leaving footprints on the hardwood floor. After handing me a second glass of wine, she closes the blinds and takes a swanky walk over to the sofa, reclining with her back against the arm and her knees spread. She sips her wine, robe half-open, one breast uncovered, patting the sofa beside her.

	I stare between her legs, lured by her beauty. “You have such a killer body.”

	“Good, come over here and touch it.”

	I put my wine on the coffee table and kneel between her legs, placing my hands on either side of her waist. She removes my towel and taps her lips, wanting a kiss before I begin.

	“Anything you desire, just ask.” We share a potent kiss, both of us desperate for air when I pull back.

	I find a comfortable spot between her legs, coiling my arms under and over her thighs so there’s no escape.

	“Gorgeous,” I whisper. I kiss her inner thigh, glancing up at her. Her grin is magnified twofold by the wine glass. I don’t plan on that glass staying in her hand for long.

	“Dylan!” I didn’t think so. After my first taste of her, she sets it on the floor and tightens her lips. “Go slow, please. I said it’d been a while.” She shifts and prepares for more, placing her feet on my shoulders and curling her toes into my back. “Okay, now I’m ready.”

	I scooch closer and restrain her swinging legs. She shifts again and grips my hair, tossing her head back. I’m absolutely thrilled she can’t sit still.

	“My God!”

	I stop and grin. “Too much?”

	“No.” Her legs shake. “Keep going.”

	I’m patient, sensing when it’s too intense, knowing when my tender tongue movements are just right. She loves gentle licks with a soft blow of air on her wet skin.

	“Dylan.” My name breezes out between shallow breaths. “Dylan.” She yanks my hair while ramming her feet into my shoulders. For a moment, I think it’s a sign to stop. Then she says, “It’s coming.”

	And I say, “Let it.”

	Her body turns to stone. She stops breathing and makes an o-face. But that’s just the beginning. After a long silence, the orgasm rips through her, causing her muscles and feet to twitch.

	“Enjoy,” I whisper with a proud smile.

	I make my way back to her lips, the taste of her still lingering in my mouth. She gladly accepts my tongue, thanking it with a roll of her own.

	“Again,” she says.

	I laugh and kiss her chin. “Can you handle another round?”

	“No.”

	We laugh together.

	“That was… wow.” Her face is a mixture of daze and bliss.

	We kiss, and I lie on top of her for what seems like an hour, aching to slide inside her warm body. I have to stop myself a few times from humping her like a hormone-crazed teenager. But then I come to my senses and think, screw it, screw it, screw it. I almost died tonight. Why should I wait to make love to her?

	“Do you have a condom?” I whisper, nibbling her earlobe.

	“I love it that you’re a horndog.”

	“A horndog?” I blush. “I’ve been a saint around you.”

	“Yeah, but only because of everything going on.”

	“Definitely because of everything going on, but also because I’m not gonna mess this up.”

	“With me? Don’t worry about it.”

	We kiss, and I ask her again. “So … do you have a condom?”

	“No.”

	“Oh.” I put my forehead on her shoulder. “Too bad.”

	She wriggles out from under me and gets up, leaving her robe behind, spread out in the shape of her body. She takes a sip of wine and picks up my towel before walking out of the room.

	“Hey, did I offend you?” I ask, sitting up.

	“No,” she says from her bedroom. A door opens, then a cabinet, a drawer, and another cabinet. She returns with a plastic jar and a pack of cigarettes. “Lean back and put your feet on the floor.” She sets the cigarettes on the coffee table and straddles my hips.

	“What is that?”

	“Coconut oil.” She holds up the container. “Or we can call it lube.”

	“Nice.” I recline and put my hands behind my head.

	She opens the jar and dips two fingers inside, extracting a glob.

	“Autumn, what are … uh, I see.” My hands drop to her hips as she rubs it on me.

	“You’re close, aren’t you?” She smiles.

	“Y-yeah. I’ve been worked up for an hour.”

	She looks at her watch. “Twenty minutes, babe.”

	“No. It’s been way longer than that. Don’t forget about the shower.”

	“Forty minutes.” She beams.

	“I’ll give you that.” My hips rock up and down. “You gonna ride me?”

	“From the outside.” She bites my bottom lip. “Outercourse. You game?”

	I look down at her palm rubbing the outline of my erection. “Think I’d say no?”

	“Nope.” She crosses my arms over my chest. “Keep them there.”

	“No touching?”

	“Not with your hands. You can use your mouth, especially on my neck, I like that.”

	“Okay.”

	“And let me do most of the work. I like that, too.”

	“Even better.”

	She kisses the scar over my eyebrow and the bruise on the bridge of my nose, then traces the outline of my lips with her tongue.

	“I’m powerless,” I whisper, hands nestled in my armpits.

	She nods. “Feeling powerless is also about what’s in here.” Her hand moves over my heart.

	“I’m well aware of that.”

	She nods again, this time with a sly glint in her eyes.

	“You’re so damn sexy, Autumn.”

	“I know,” she responds, pinching my nipple.

	I’ve found my weakness—a strong woman.

	The pressure of her body set to mine is a sensation like screwing without a condom. Skin to skin—the coconut oil forms an excellent glide. She’s comfortable, I’m comfortable, and she wants to do all the work. Outercourse is spectacular. She’s spectacular.

	“You’re so hard,” she whispers in my ear.

	She parts her lips slightly and exhales my name, as I inhale the scent of her sex. I’m high on her seductive words and lost in her breasts swaying over my chest.

	Her mouth curves into a loving smile when my legs straighten and hips rise off the sofa. The tightening of my muscles and rhythmic thrusts triggers her to lean back and stroke my dick. I manage to say Autumn about a hundred times as the sudden rush of my orgasm releases onto my stomach.

	“God, yeah.” I rest my hand over my chest to keep my heart from breaking through my ribs, aware of every gushing beat.

	“Breathe, Dylan. Breathe.” She kisses my forehead. My nose. My mouth. “Stay here.” She heads to the kitchen, coming back with a wad of paper towels.

	I’d move to help her clean up, but I can’t. Really, I can’t.

	“I got it,” she says. “Stop panting so hard. You’ll get stuff on the sofa,” she teases.

	My laughter feels good, a lightness in my mind after days of unrest.

	She gets up and puts the towels in the trash, then opens the floor-to-ceiling blinds, carefree about the people on the street seeing her naked. She gives the telescope next to her window a spin before turning back to me. Amid the snow cascading outside the window, and her skin glittering in the golden glow of the city, she looks like a sequined queen.

	“All good, Dylan?” She lights a cigarette and gives me a smoky kiss.

	“On the mend, Autumn.”

	“Perfect.” She places the cigarette between my lips, offering a drag before setting it in a fancy glass dish on the coffee table. Her nipples return to light pink, and the flush on her cheeks fades to white.

	“Totally on the mend. Sit down.” I pat my legs.

	She straddles my hips and wraps her arms around my shoulders, grazing the nape of my neck. It tickles more than soothes, sensitivity from the orgasm. Still, I enjoy it because it’s coming from her.

	I slide two fingers along her inner thigh and up between her legs, but she captures my wrist before my fingers move inside her.

	“Still good?” she asks.

	I take my hand away, hearing the catch in her voice. She rubs her upper arms, somewhat timid.

	Then she asks me again. “Still good?”

	I kiss the heart tattoo on her finger while looking into her eyes.

	“What is it, Dylan? Should I drive you home now that you got what you wanted?”

	“No. Of course not.”

	“Then what?”

	I clasp my hands behind her back. “It’s what you said in the shower, about maybe falling in love with me.”

	“Yeah?”

	“I feel it. Something’s happening between us. I’m right there with you.”

	Probably shouldn’t have said it right after sex, or could’ve said it differently, but at least her response is what I’d expect from a kick-ass girl like Autumn.

	“You’d better be.”
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	“So let me get this straight.” Sean rubs his eyes after emerging from his dark bedroom, Riley glued to his side. “You spent the night with Autumn, but didn’t talk about her dad or the mayor? What about Eddie? Or those guys who picked you up at the lake?”

	“You asked me these questions yesterday, and the answer is still no.” I turn away from them and look in my bedroom mirror, trying to fix my tie. “Autumn and I made out and then we got drunk. I didn’t want to bring up all that other junk and ruin a great time together.”

	They sit cross-legged on my bedroom floor like a couple of kids, staring up at me like I’m about to tell them a bedtime story. I’m not. I’m busy getting dressed for the mayor’s Post-Valentine’s-Shindig-Thingamajig. I have no time for questions about people like Ed Dorazio. I’m keeping Autumn in my head, no one else tonight but her.

	“Look at that huge smile on his face.” Riley elbows Sean.

	“I’m not smiling.” I draw in my lips.

	“Get real. You haven’t stopped smiling since Autumn brought you home yesterday morning,” Sean says. He holds his feet and rocks incessantly.

	“Do you mind? A little privacy would be great.” I lift my chin, concentrating on getting my tie the correct length. It’s my third try, coming out short each time. I’d have it by now if they’d stop yapping. “I said, do you mind?”

	“No, we don’t mind.” Riley flips her hair and kisses Sean on the cheek. “It’s fun watching you get all dolled up.”

	I give her the finger and she laughs. Her curly hair that usually reminds me of licorice twists has taken on the shape of lightning bolts, and Sean’s dressed only in his boxers and a trapper hat. I’m afraid to ask if it’s a sex thing—the mountain woodsman look.

	“Then what did you and Autumn talk about?” she asks.

	“We talked about my job at the bar, and then a little about her job.”

	“What does she do?” she pushes.

	“She has a degree in criminal justice.”

	“No way.” Sean leans forward. “Nuh-uh.”

	“Finally, I got this damn tie right.” I sweep my hand down my chest and slip into my jacket, rushing down the stairs to escape their questions.

	 “Dylan, hold up.” Sean darts after me, Riley a step behind. “Criminal justice? You’re joking. Is she a cop?”

	“She was.”

	“What?” He grabs my shoulders and shakes me. “You’re dating a cop!”

	“No. Stop it.” I wrench away. “For six months she was, back when she was twenty-one. But she quit because the men on the force were sexist pigs.”

	“No.”

	“Yes, they were. Just think about being in a squad car with Eddie every day. He’d be such an ass. I’d quit, too.”

	“No, I mean, no way, you’re dating a cop!”

	“She’s not a cop, Sean.”

	“Well, what is she then? FBI?”

	“Get real.”

	“A security guard? What?” His voice thunders through the house. “Don’t tell me she quit and wasted her degree. I won’t believe you if you say that. I’ll follow her and find out what she does.”

	“I wouldn’t if I were you.”

	“Why?”

	“Just drop it.”

	“No. What if she’s lying? What if she’s still a cop and building a case against us? What if she’s using you? What if—”

	“Don’t go nuts on me. She’s not building a case against us.”

	I knew he’d flip. I knew because I did, too. But I was cool after she explained her new job.

	“This doesn’t bother you?” he asks. “You find out she’s the police commissioner’s daughter”—he smacks the back of his hand into the palm of the other—“and that she screwed the mayor. And if that wasn’t enough, she used to be a cop?” Smack. “You’re asking for it.” Smack. “This is crazy!”

	I open the front closet and pull out my black dress boots, taking a seat on the stairs to put them on.

	“Autumn doesn’t have the personality to take orders from anyone. She needs to be in control and do her own thing.”

	“Which is what?” He grips the earflaps on his hat, tugging them downward in a left-right motion. He looks at Riley, but she’s staying out of it. “Spit it out. What’s she doing now?”

	“She has her own business.”

	“Doing what?”

	“She needs more experience to get credibility, and I guess she’s working on a case that’s going to help her in the long run.”

	“Doing what?” He crosses his arms. “Doing what, Dylan? She can’t make enough just being a snitch.”

	“In a way she can.” I slide to the edge of the step, hands folded in my lap. “She does surveillance work.”

	“For the cops?”

	“For people … and yeah, sometimes for the cops.” Surveillance is a fitting word to use without scaring him with a label like “private investigator.”

	“Legally?” he asks.

	“Yep. She gathers evidence for divorce cases and searches for missing people. And she recovers stolen property, like the mayor’s wife’s car.”

	“But you haven’t pushed for more details about who the guy was who stole the car?”

	“I will. It wasn’t the right time.”

	“That’s cool,” Riley chimes in. “Can I hire her to find the blazer I lost last fall?”

	I roll my eyes and turn back to Sean. “Autumn eavesdrops for the cops for drug-related crimes. And she’s sometimes hired as a witness, just for being on the scene when something happens.”

	“You mean like when we killed those guys at the party? She’s bringing us down!”

	“She’s not bringing us down, Sean.”

	“Well, what’s surveillance? Like a private eye? Did her dad get her that job or does she work for the mayor? Who’s behind this?” He smacks his palm again. “Man, oh man. I wouldn’t go to that party tonight if I were you.”

	“Autumn doesn’t work for anyone. She’s a rebel.”

	He shakes his head. “That chick’s devious, out there in the city, pretending to be a snitch.”

	“Chill.” I stand up and put on my coat. “She’s not pretending. That bust was part of a case she’s been working on with Rick. He’s using her as a snitch, like us, but she’s in it for reasons of her own, not theirs.”

	“I smell horseshit, that wasn’t Rick’s district. She’s a tricky, sneaky…”

	“Stop it.” I smell my wrist, making sure the dab of cologne I put on isn’t too overwhelming.

	“Sean, leave him alone,” Riley says. “He’s in love and looks happy for once.”

	“That’s exactly why I shouldn’t leave him alone.” He raises his hands, palms up. “A guy can’t think straight when he’s got his dick inside a girl. A guy can’t think at all when his heart is stuck in there, too. Guys can’t even tie their shoes when they get carried away in love.”

	I look down at my shoes and tip them sideways. “Mine are tied just fine.”

	“Wait, are you in love or just screwing her?” he asks.

	“I never said we slept together.”

	“That’s not an answer. Wait, what? How come you haven’t screwed?” He closes his eyes and waves his hands. “Hold on.” His eyes shoot open. “Are you in love? Answer that question first.”

	I light a cigarette and blow smoke at his face. A knock at the door saves me from having to continue with the interrogation.

	“I’ll get it. Let me, let me.” Riley dashes past us. “I’m dying to see her dress.” She opens the door and pulls Autumn inside. “Hi. Wow. Super hot outfit. Where’d you get it?”

	Autumn’s black wool coat is unbuttoned to show off a stylish black dress, the top snug, with intricate lace from her cleavage to the neckline, the bottom flaring at the knees over burgundy tights.

	“Online,” Autumn replies.

	“Are the sleeves long or short?” Riley snoops inside her coat to see.

	“Short and capped,” she answers.

	“Oooh, and they’re velvety like your scarf. I love it.”

	“Thanks. By the way, I’m Autumn.” She holds out her hand, showing off a fingerless sequin glove.

	“Oooh, pretty.” Riley blinks, running her fingers over it. “I’m Riley.” They shake.

	“You look gorgeous,” I say, kissing her on the cheek. Her hair is in a bun with copper strands framing her face. Her makeup is light, using a hint of mascara and eyeliner, the focus on her burgundy lipstick.

	Sean steps in. “Make sure you notice his tie.” He swings it back and forth. “Took him an hour to get it on.”

	“Leave us alone, would you?” I make him step aside. “I feel like my parents are hovering over my prom date.”

	Autumn straightens my tie and stares longingly at my face. “The tie matches your gray eyes perfectly. You look super handsome, babe. Ready?”

	“Have him home by midnight,” Sean says, half-joking, half-serious.

	“He’ll be home by ten.” Autumn pulls me out the door, giggling. “Ten in the morning. Don’t wait up.”

	Riley pulls Sean back inside when he starts to follow. “ Stay here. He’ll be fine without you.”

	He kicks the doorframe. “Be home tonight, or you’re grounded, mister. No TV, no video games, no nothing!” He slams the door, but a second later I hear his playful laughter from inside.

	“He’s entertaining. It’s good to have a few close friends.” She tosses me the keys to her silver Forester, and I scoop them out of the air with one hand. She stands next to the passenger-side door, waiting for me to open it for her. I hold her hand as she settles into the seat, making sure she doesn’t slip in her heels. It drizzled today, a whopping forty-two degrees, turning the snow to slush and uncovering month’s old ice.

	“You haven’t mentioned any … any friends, I mean.”

	“My friends are now my enemies.” She steals the cigarette from my fingers, swinging her legs inside the car. “The guys on the force and the people I used to call friends—the ones who work in the government offices around my loft—they think I’m a traitor.” I glance at her, and something flares in her eyes. “But it doesn’t bother me,” she adds. “I’ll be respected and loved once I shed a little light on a certain situation. People will wake up to the truth eventually.”

	I close her door and walk to the driver’s side, questioning what all that means.

	Her seat is still warm when I drop inside. She tells me the address as I pull away from the curb. Referred to as Millionaire’s Row, the area is about three miles from here, in the heart of the city.

	“You excited?” she asks.

	“Yep, a nervous excitement. I haven’t done anything like this in a while.” I tug my coat sleeve down and shift anxiously in the seat.

	“Dressing like a gentleman means you have to behave like one.” She tilts her head and smiles. “It’s hard, isn’t it?”

	I laugh. “It’s a challenge. Lowly Polish guys don’t go to the Mayor’s Mansion for parties with the police commissioner’s daughter.”

	“No?” She raises a brow.

	“Lowly men from Northland don’t go anywhere; except to work and out to the bars, maybe to football and hockey games, sometimes to pool halls or bowling to pick up chicks.”

	“Bowling, to pick up chicks?” She leans in and places the cigarette in my mouth. “I’m skeptical about that. Bowling and finding a date don’t seem to go hand in hand.” She takes the cigarette away after I inhale. “Did you tell your friends what I do?”

	“Yeah, and Sean had the same reaction as me.”

	“Well, like you, he’ll get over it.”

	“I’m not entirely over it.” I tug my tie down, feeling choked. “I should’ve asked you more about the party. Do we dance, or eat, or what’s happening tonight?”

	“It’s a social event. So yeah, dancing and eating.” She cracks the window. “Can you dance?”

	“No, not really.”

	“Well, there’ll be lots of important people to mingle with, people in high government positions, like my dad. The last two years I went solo, and before that, I used to go with my parents. It’s the first time I’ve had a date.”

	“You never went with Nick?”

	“Hell no.” She clutches her coat closed at her chest. “Nick didn’t take me out in public.”

	“That should’ve been a red flag.”

	“Yes, it should’ve been, except spending time with a guy who’s in a powerful position can make a woman’s head spin. Being starry-eyed got the best of me. Or maybe”—she presses her fingers to her lips—“it flushed out the worst in me.”

	I wait for her to elaborate. Then have to ask when she doesn’t. “How so?”

	She shrugs. “I’m not going to bore you with all the details. I just made a bad decision, that’s all.”

	I keep a blank expression and try to appear uninterested, but I’m aching to find out. Typically, former bed buddies are meaningless. But it’s clear there’s something off about this Nick guy.

	“Do you talk to him a lot?” I ask.

	“Only when necessary.”

	“But he invited you tonight?”

	“As always. Either Nick’s wife or his assistant compiled the list. And before you ask, no, his wife doesn’t know I was with him.”

	“With him, how? Was this a long-term relationship or just a casual fling?”

	She snubs the question. “Nick always looks for me at these parties. He expects me to show.”

	“Why’s that?”

	She pivots in her seat, putting her hand on my forearm. “He knows I enjoy nosing around. It’s the perfect social event for someone in my line of work, but dreary when I get hit on. And single women always get hit on.” Her hand slips away. “One time, a guy asked me if I wanted to boink in one of the hallway closets. He said that, Dylan. Boink. Does that turn you on? Would hearing that word turn anybody on?” She leans back, waving her finger ahead. “Don’t miss the turn … here, make a right.”

	“No worries. I got it.”

	She flips down the passenger-side visor to check her hair. “The party is in a big ballroom in the back of the mansion, and the drinks are out of the way in an enclosed back patio. I haven’t seen many other rooms. Nick and I didn’t screw here, in case you’re wondering.”

	“I wasn’t.” But yes, I was.

	“We used to go to his other house in the burbs.” She pauses to smoke. “He said he was protecting me from having my face plastered all over the news. It was sleazy now that I think about it. I wouldn’t be surprised if he took other women there. I was stupid for thinking I was special.”

	“You are special, Autumn.”

	She flicks the cigarette out the window, waits a minute for the smoke to clear, and seals us in.

	I can tell she’s tense, brushing the bottom of her dress, wringing her hands. Like all of us, Autumn’s damaged. She’s not an oddity who doesn’t feel, who doesn’t have moments of pain or regret. No one’s an escape artist when it comes to emotions. No one can make it through life without experiencing an event that changes them considerably. I think Nick was Autumn’s event. But like me, she doesn’t want anyone’s pity. She just needs to vent. We all need to vent. And often.

	“I don’t know if you should hear any more about him,” she says in a hushed voice.

	“Yes, I should. You sound bothered when you talk about him.”

	“I’m not bothered; I’m embarrassed. He humiliated me. He turned one of the most precious things a woman has into some weird operating expense. Unreal.” She takes a clutch purse out of the glove compartment, her pink handgun exposed before it’s snapped shut. “I didn’t make the best choice when I was with him, but it was definitely my own. He didn’t force me to do anything I didn’t want to do; he just distorted the idea of what I thought it was.”

	“You plan on killing him?” I nod at her purse.

	She laughs. “Of course not. If I wanted to kill him, I would’ve done it two years ago. He’s a total scuz-bucket, but a necessary friend if I want to be successful. My job would be over if the mayor turned against me.”

	“So I don’t have to beat him up tonight?” I smile.

	She smiles back and shakes her head. “No, but when you meet him, keep in mind that he has an agenda. Don’t be fooled by anything he says.”

	“An agenda with who, me?”

	“Everyone. He’s a politician. What he asks of people is for his own personal gain. Be cautious of that.”

	“Did that ‘personal gain’ come into play in your relationship?”

	“Absolutely.”

	“How?” I glance at her. “Can’t you tell me what happened so I stop daydreaming about it? Like, was he rough and tied you up?”

	“Hmm.”

	“Hmm? Hmm what, Autumn?”

	 “Last turn is up ahead. Pull into the second driveway and park around back. There’s a lot behind the house for visitors who come to tour the home.”

	“Don’t dance around this conversation.”

	She reaches into the back seat and pulls out a small gift wrapped in black paper and a gold bow. “Dylan, I don’t have much else to say about my sex life, other than it’s been almost nonexistent since him.”

	I park in the space farthest from the mansion. “Quit holding back on me.” I grab her arm before she can get out of the car. “If you like me, don’t shut me out. It’s better if I know what this guy did before I meet him.”

	She glances at me out of the corner of her eye. “Okay,” she says softly. After a slight hesitation, she sucks in a breath and holds it. “We were together for a few months.” She exhales. “I gave in when he told me he loved me. Then he paid me.”

	“For sex?”

	“For my virginity.”

	“Ugh.” I close my eyes. “He paid you? You agreed to that?”

	“Jesus, Dylan.” She gives me a harsh look. “Of course not. I didn’t know that was his plan. He left me with a grand after we fucked. I was duped and treated like a prostitute. I spent months with him thinking there was more, and he spent months waiting for it, just to toss me aside when it was over.”

	I rub my temples, feeling another throbbing headache coming on. “Sure I can’t beat him up? Or kill him?”

	“It made me stronger,” she says.

	“It shouldn’t have happened.” I pause, wanting to apologize for something I didn’t do. “Autumn…” I rest my hand on her cheek, staring into her eyes. “… It sucks, and I’m sorry it happened. Someone needs to say that to you.”

	She draws in her bottom lip, flashing a cute half-smile. “You don’t think any less of me now?”

	“No. I’ve lost all respect for him, not you. You actually still talk to this creep?”

	“I told you, I don’t have a choice. Nick’s the mayor. This is political.”

	“Sounds like my relationship with Ed.”

	“Exactly.” She places the gift in my lap, gesturing to unwrap it. “We’re done talking about it. Open my gift so we can go inside and get a drink.”

	“You got me something?”

	She nods. “Open it.”

	I put the bow on the dash and tear open the paper, lifting the lid off the box. “Holy shit.”

	“It’s a Glock.”

	“I know what it is.” I pull the gun out, immediately feeling an incredible surge of power.

	“I’m not dating a man who doesn’t carry.”

	I hold it up higher, and she forces it down.

	“It has a belt clip. Put it in the back of your pants for now. And be careful. It’s loaded.”

	“I’m not taking it inside.” I start to place it back in the box.

	“Yes, you are. You’re taking it everywhere.”

	“After what you just said about Nick? No way. I have to leave it out here.”

	She stops me from putting it away. “I’ll take care of things if we get frisked at the door. Take it.”

	“Autumn.”

	“Dylan, listen to me.”

	I can’t stop staring at it. My hands are even shaking a little bit. She got me a gun. Autumn got me a gun. “Thank you. It’s terrific.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	I look down at the heart tattoo on her finger, and up into her eyes, tucking a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Remember that thing you said about people only being interesting when they have a story to tell?”

	“Yeah.”

	“That includes you. Don’t be afraid to open up to me, no matter what.”

	“Let me add to that.” She opens her door. “It’s quite all right to tear out some of the pages of the story.”

	I grin. “True. I have a few I’d like to put through a shredder.”

	We walk through the parking lot, my eyes drifting over the mansion, darkness upon us. I listen to the distant voices coming from inside, wondering which is Nick’s.

	Autumn takes my hand and gently swings it as we step closer to the door. My skin crawls and burns, knowing the gun is on me.

	Maybe I won’t feel contempt when I see him.

	My usual calm when I’m with her wanes, replaced with a sense of some impending doom. I feel it, something ugly brewing inside, poised on the end of my tongue.

	Maybe this one time I’ll be able to keep my mouth shut.
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	“Call Nick.” Autumn folds her arms, sticking her nose in the air at the security guard working the front door.

	I knew I should’ve left my gun in her Forester, but Autumn said she’d take care of it, and she is.

	“Autumn. Autumn Black. Tell Nick we have a Glock and a Walther. It’s my Walther P22. He knows it. We’re not carrying anything else.”

	The guy listens to Nick on the other end of his cell. “Sir, you sure about that?” With his mouth closed, his tongue moves over his bottom teeth, causing a bulge under his lip. “Whatever you say.” He puts his cell away and hands me the gun. “Mayor Faulkner said to keep it out of sight. If it comes out, you’ll be taken out.”

	Nick Faulkner—mayor, scum, the ass who hurt my girl—just welcomed me into his mansion with a threat. I’m gonna be taken out? Well, fancy that.

	Autumn takes my hand and pulls me down a long hallway filled with gold furnishings and dark portraits of old men, through a set of double doors, and over to a cloakroom attendant who checks our coats. We head toward a second set of double doors elaborately carved with dead game birds, powder horns, and oak leaves. I reach out to touch the imagery, but the ornate doors swing open to a majestic ballroom before I have a chance.

	“Whoa.” I tilt my head back to check out the Civil War battle scene painted on the ceiling. “Where are we?”

	“Don’t expect puffy clouds and cherubs from Nick.”

	“I can see that. It’s mind-blowing.”

	“Pompous.”

	“Maybe so, and oozing with testosterone.” My eyes travel quickly over the two-story room. Gold chandeliers, hardwood floors so dark they look like a sea of black, and a balcony at the far end, teeming with silhouettes of men smoking cigars. “Autumn, this is way outta my league. This place is full of money-in-the-bank, gun-wielding men.”

	“Nick doesn’t carry a gun.”

	“Even so, I feel like I’m in a movie.”

	“Dylan”—she tugs my arm—“close your mouth, please.”

	My head is flooded with thoughts of her asking me to kill the mayor. “Why do I need my gun on me again?”

	“You don’t. But having it puts you in a position of power. Don’t let Nick’s security think they’re the only ones in control of the room.”

	“You’re using me.” I bet that’s true. I’m on display for her ex. She wants him to know her new man has a Glock.

	She puts her hand on my hip. “Your past was about being a street-smart snitch, and since you never ended up with a bullet in your head, you must’ve been a good one. But now you need to learn how to be savvy with a group of very different people.” She pulls me closer, whispering, “On the streets, you never mention you have a weapon. It’s always hidden. You act like a normal guy looking to score a hit. Here, you walk in and show off what you got. Flaunt it from the get-go and you’ll be respected. Build trust from the start.”

	I nod, my anxiety off the charts. I need a drink. “Where’s the liquor?”

	“Back this way.”

	We walk through a swarm of women out on the dance floor. They sway their hips to the “Macarena” in a continuous snaking line, smiling at whoever’s near, having a ball snapping their fingers and kicking their feet, putting their hands behind their heads, then down on their hips.

	“Heyyyy Macarena!” the crowd shouts.

	“I need a drink, fast,” I gripe.

	“Forty more feet and you’ll have one.”

	“Forty more feet? I could be dead in ten. How’d you do that anyway?”

	“Do what?”

	“How’d you get me in with a gun? Nick doesn’t know me.”

	“But he knows me.” She looks up at the balcony. “This is his city. He’s aware of Dorazio and some of what’s happening within the districts. I’m keeping him up to date on a need-to-know basis.”

	“If that’s the case, then he really shouldn’t have let me in with a gun.”

	She stops and places her hands on my chest, leaning in close like we’re about to kiss. “I said Nick could ruin my career if he wanted to, but that goes both ways. I could destroy him. Taking me to his home in the burbs and paying me for sex?” She backs away, her eyes sparkling under strings of party lights. “Not that I’d ever stoop to that childish level of revenge and go public with any of it … but he doesn’t know that.”

	“I need a frickin’ drink,” I repeat.

	I make a swift turn in the direction of the bar, coming face to face with an attractive older woman, tall and fit, with freckles and chestnut brown hair. There’s no question this is Autumn’s mom.

	“I hope your dad didn’t hear your friend swear.” Her brash voice startles me, the exact opposite of Autumn’s.

	“Frickin’ isn’t a swear word, Mom.”

	They palm one another’s shoulders, tipping forward for a cheek-to-cheek kiss. Their bodies are far enough apart for a third person to stand between them. It’s anything but loving.

	“This is Dylan.”

	“Pleasure,” I say, shaking her mom’s clammy hand.

	“Watch your language around my husband. I don’t want any problems for my daughter.” She turns to Autumn. “Are you smoking again? You smell like an ashtray.” She digs inside her purse and pulls out a small glass bottle, shooting a mist of perfume onto Autumn’s neck. “Don’t let your dad see you with a cigarette. He’ll insist we have the loft fumigated.”

	A middle-aged man with pointed brows and penetrating eyes approaches us. “You brought a man to the party?” He offers his hand, and I give a firm shake, knowing straightaway this is her dad.

	“Farren, please,” her mom says to him. “I haven’t seen her in a month. Let’s not argue about her bringing a date.”

	“I didn’t catch your name,” he says, not letting go of my hand.

	“Dylan Marzley.”

	“Dylan? Farren Black.” He pulls away and stares at Autumn’s dress. “It’s too short and the neck’s too low.”

	“I know. That’s why I like it.” She smiles. “The lace covers the low neckline.” She slides her finger across it. “And did you notice the scarf? I think it’s tasteful for the evening.”

	“Me too,” I say. “She looks beautiful.”

	“Who asked you?” He glares at me for a second before turning back to her. “The scarf is the only reason I haven’t told you to put your coat back on.”

	“Farren,” his wife pleads.

	“What happened to your face?” he asks me.

	I touch the bridge of my nose as if I wasn’t aware. It’s been almost a week since the parking lot incident, the aftermath still noticeable. Autumn squeezes my hand, signaling not to answer, which is fine since I can’t think of a good lie to make up on the spot.

	Farren stares. I smile. He stares more intently. I smile wider.

	“Are you deaf?”

	“Nope,” I answer.

	“Nope? Nope, what?”

	“Nope … sir?”

	That satisfies him.

	He puts his hands in his pockets and surveys the room, giving a chin lift to a group of guys sitting at one of the tables off to the side. He takes a step in their direction, patting Autumn’s arm as he passes by her. “It’s good that you’re here.” Another distant, unloving form of contact, similar to her mother’s awkward half-hug. They’re just like Lona Anderson.

	“Dylan, the drinks are through that door.” Autumn points toward the back of the room. “I’ll meet you there after I finish gossiping about you with my mom.”

	I laugh openly at her honesty. They can talk about me all they want. I’m inept around parents anyway.

	I glance back at her on my way to the bar area, her mom giving me the once-over, whispering something to Autumn. I can’t remember a situation that has made me feel more out of place than this one. I’m here because I want to impress a girl, be the highlight of her night, the guy she thinks about even when she sees the man who stole her virginity. But that’s what’s wrong with me. I realize it now. I know I’m blind. I’m on the shady side of the tree, stalking her while being hunted by others, expecting her to change my life instead of changing it on my own. Damn her for turning my heart soft, and damn me for loving it.

	A waiter slides a pocket door open. I step out of the ballroom and into a dimly lit room where men with whiskey breath linger close, dropping cigar ashes on my only pair of black dress shoes. The space is loud and overcrowded with men discussing politics while the women are out on the dance floor sipping red wine and commenting on one another’s hair. There’s a distinct gender split happening here, very fifties-ish. No matter the decade, I’ve stumbled into a place I don’t belong. These men aren’t the most welcoming, not like my dad and I are with the customers at our bar. We don’t circle our patrons like sharks. That’s no exaggeration either; two are right up in my face.

	I hold my ground, refusing to leave before I get a drink. “What’s up, fellas?” I ask them.

	“Mayor Faulkner wants to talk to you. Upstairs,” one of them says, pointing to a back staircase.

	I rock on the balls of my feet. “What for?”

	“Just a friendly conversation.” The other one opens his coat and shows his gun.

	“Just like that?”

	“Just like that,” they echo.

	They take me up a corkscrew flight of footworn wooden stairs that opens to a private balcony area overlooking the ballroom. Rivulets of sweat run down my sides. I can barely see my hands in front of my face, let alone recognize anyone in the room.

	I’ll be able to spot Nick once my eyes adjust to the darkness. I’ve seen photos of him. I know his hair is black, like mine, only longer and slicked back. And he has a short salt-and-pepper beard. Tiny eyes, too—like a rodent.

	Men next to the wooden balcony railing catch sight of me, snuff out their smokes, and disperse. One by one, they vanish down the stairs like animals keen on a storm moving in. One by one, until there’s only one—a guy sitting in a rustic leather chair with his hands raised in the steeple position, the tips of his fingers touching his lips. He’s much beefier than his online photos, with a top-heavy body and a thick neck.

	“Take a seat.” He motions to the chair across from him.

	“I’ll stand.”

	“You’ll sit,” he stresses, his voice powerful. He looks over my shoulder at a man standing at the top of the staircase. “Gage, go down to my office and get the fax that came in from District D. Bring it up here.” He leans forward, signaling again to the chair. “Are you afraid of me?”

	I kick the chair closer to him, digging my nails into the armrests as I sit down. “I’m not afraid.”

	He leans back with a victorious smile, giving me the once-over. “I saw you walk in with Autumn. You must be Dylan, this kid right here.” He holds up his cell, showing the photo Autumn took of me the first night we met. “You clean up well.”

	“How’d you get that?”

	“I asked. Autumn has a file on every guy she meets … and when I ask for something, I eventually get it.”

	“Bet that goes both ways.” I make a finger-gun gesture that I was able to walk in here with my Glock because of her.

	“Touché.” He pushes a whiskey bottle and a glass across the table as an offering. “I asked for your name when she said she met a guy who works for Dorazio. But I had to put the pressure on to wring it out of her. She wasn’t about to give you up without a fight.” He cocks his head. “You must be special.”

	“I don’t work for Dorazio.” I pour myself a drink.

	“Kid, let’s not play those games.” He raises a hand, blocking my second denial. “I know Autumn withholds information she collects because she gets a kick out of having my balls in a vice. It keeps me speculating about what she’s up to. But she’s vulnerable. So, I got your photo and your name, as I asked. Then I checked you out. Yes, you do work for Dorazio.”

	“I have no record,” I reply, picking at the armrest, a sour taste in my mouth.

	“That’s true.” He points between my eyes. “You have no criminal record. You’re nearly nonexistent. And if Autumn has the goods on you for something other than being a snitch, she’s keeping it a secret for now.”

	I look away. “I’m just an average guy. I have no secrets.”

	“Average guys are easy to find online, you’re not. No Facebook or Twitter accounts?”

	“I deactivated them last year.”

	“Why?”

	I shift. “Because there’s stuff on there I don’t wanna see anymore.”

	He surveys me from under his hooded eyelids. “Too painful?” he asks.

	I don’t answer.

	“Look, I’ve spoken to Dorazio about you. The guy is shaking in his boots, says he barely knows you, which is strange since he’s always drinking at your bar.”

	“Why are you asking Ed about me?”

	“To find your kryptonite so we can make a deal.”

	“What kind of a deal?” I say sharply.

	“We’ll get there. Let’s talk about Autumn first.” He takes a long pull of his drink. After licking the whiskey off his top lip, he says, “You know about our relationship?”

	“No.”

	“Oh, really?” His voice becomes dark and dramatic. “Even if it’s incriminating, tell me what she said.”

	“I don’t know anything,” I repeat.

	He leans back with a grin, holding the glass in front of his mouth. “So you work for Dorazio?”

	“No.”

	“Did you kill a man named Trevor?”

	“No.”

	“Have you murdered any drug dealers?”

	“No.”

	“Are you a pathological liar?”

	I bite the inside of my cheek and hold a straight expression. “No.”

	Nick peers over the balcony at Autumn, the corners of his eyes wrinkling. “All grown-up, huh? At twenty-two, you think you have your head on straight. Invincible, right?”

	“What the hell do you want?” I guzzle down the whiskey.

	“Take it you haven’t learned to savor it.”

	I give the last drop of honey-colored liquid a swirl and toss it back.

	“No comment, kid? That’s smart. Keep me guessing.”

	“I drink a lot. I don’t have to savor every glass.”

	“I was talking about women, not whiskey.” His mouth twists.

	I rub my thighs, looking back to see if the stairs are clear for an escape.

	“Lighten up. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

	“I have to go. I wanna spend the night with my date.”

	He leans in and puts his hand on my shoulder when I start to rise. “We have business to discuss.” The leather chair crinkles under his weight when he leans back. “Who are you, Dylan? Have you worked for anyone besides Dorazio?”

	“I’m just a nobody.”

	“If that’s true, this will be easy.”

	“What will?”

	Nick checks and double-checks the stairs to make sure we’re alone before tackling me with his next words. “Ed Dorazio is too much of a risk. He needs to be taken out, and you’re the one who’s going to kill him for me.”

	I let out a sardonic laugh. “No. No way. I’m not killing Ed.”

	“Interesting response for someone in your position. Dorazio put your head in the lake the other night. He knocks you around all the time. You telling me you don’t have a twitchy finger to take him down? Come off it.” He drums his fingers on the armrest. “He’s on his hind legs, sniffing around, worried you’re screwing Farren Black’s daughter. And now he’s beside himself that I’m moving in with questions. Between Autumn and me, he’s trapped. So let’s cut a deal. You take him down, and I won’t have you arrested for murdering my son.”

	My heart stops beating. I shrink back, dropping my fisted hands on my thighs. “Who’s your son?”

	He sips his whiskey, calmly crossing his legs, eyes boring into me. “So you admit you’ve killed a man?”

	“No.”

	“Kid, listen carefully. I don’t like repeating myself.” He sets his glass on the table and leans forward, clasping his hands between his open legs. “Trevor struck—”

	“Trevor?”

	“Yes, my rotten son. He smacked my wife around and stole her car.”

	“Fuck.” I throw my head back. It had to be the guy in the alley. It just had to be him.

	“My slapdash drug dealer son.” He strokes his beard from cheek to chin. “I knew the day would come when he’d be arrested on drug charges or killed. And the press finding out about him dealing on the streets means my position would come under fire. Autumn was hired to take him out quietly. But she kept making excuses, saying it was never the right time, too many people around. Then she found the right person to help her out.” He points at me.

	Ed’s warning was spot-on this time. “Putting a hit on your son was that easy for you?”

	“We wanted the car back first.”

	I laugh in disgust.

	“It’s a nice BMW.”

	“I heard she got your car back from him.”

	“Absolutely, she did. I wouldn’t expect any less from her. But by tailing him through the city, she found the corruption in District D. Now people are closing in on Dorazio.” He stares coldly at me. “You know that suffocating feeling, don’t you? When you’re in over your head?”

	I look away, catching sight of Autumn down on the ballroom floor. She’s talking to the two men who took me off the lake and drove me to her house.

	Nick leans back and grins. “DEA,” he says.

	“Who, them?”

	He nods. “Good men. They’re in the building across from mine, in the one next to Autumn’s loft. Interesting that she knows them, I’d say Dorazio is in big trouble now.”

	Autumn probes the room, looking at her watch. She leaves the conversation to find me.

	“Kid, I’m not upset you killed my son. That’s not why you’re here. It was bound to happen.”

	“I didn’t kill him.” My voice is too high, sounding like it’s coming from somewhere outside my body.

	“Don’t.” His hand is up again. “I hate that back and forth shit. Autumn said she had your help. Lie again, and I’ll have Gage throw you over the balcony.”

	Gage walks in and hands Nick a slip of paper, returning to his post next to the stairs. Nick opens it, the creases in his forehead deepening as he reads. “Fascinating.” He puts the paper face down on the armrest. “Dylan, there’re two things I need from you.”

	“Two?” A shiver runs deep within my body. “I’m not killing two guys for you. I’m not even killing one.”

	“You helped kill my son without any reservation, so I know you’re the right kid for the job. Just a nobody, as you said.” His knee knocks the table between us, swaying the liquor in the whiskey bottle. “You have until midnight to bring me Trevor’s body. It’s despicable that you left him out in that abandoned house. I’ll put him in a place where he can rest without being found. That’s my first request. Dorazio is the second.”

	“I’ll bring you Trevor’s body tonight. But I’m not killing Eddie Dorazio.”

	“Give me one good reason why.”

	“Because he’s my dad’s best friend. They’ve known each other since they were kids.”

	“I said a good reason.”

	“Okay, he’s a cop.”

	“A good reason.”

	I stare at the floor, tilting my fancy dress shoes, looking at the hem on my pants. Sean warned me a hundred times that I was being set up, but I didn’t listen. “Does Autumn know what you’re asking me to do?”

	“The less she knows about Dorazio, the better. As far as she’s concerned, you can say this is about Trevor. Mention Ed, and I’ll have you arrested for killing my son.” He pours himself a second glass of whiskey. “As a matter a fact, since Autumn was with you that night, take her back to that house so she can help you move him back here.”

	My phone rings. I take it out of my coat pocket and see Autumn’s name on the screen. Nick motions to pick up.

	“Hey,” I answer.

	“Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine.” I look down at her.

	“Is anyone up there besides you two?”

	“No. Just us.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Trevor. Why didn’t you tell me who he was?”

	She sighs. “Nick was clear that he didn’t want anyone on the streets to know Trevor was his son. Word would spread. Why is he asking you about him? I thought it was over.”

	“He wants the body.”

	There’s a long pause before she responds. “No. He told me to put him in that house.” A rage brews in her voice. “Put him on the phone, Dylan. He’s got something up his sleeve.”

	I push the cell across the table, watching Autumn take a spin around the perimeter of the ballroom. She goes off on Nick, her face turning crimson red, the same shade as the Valentine decorations in the room.

	“I don’t want him down in Lakeside. It was only temporary. Your friend needs to bring him to my private garage.” He uncrosses his legs. “Because Autumn, he’s my son, and you and this kid will do whatever the fuck I want. This isn’t a debate!” He tosses the cell into my lap, nostrils flaring.

	I pick up the cell. “It’s no big deal. I can do this,” I tell her.

	“It is a big deal. He wanted Trevor at that house. This is a trick, Dylan. I know it. I just know it. I’m coming up.”

	“Don’t come up. Don’t do anything. He’ll have me arrested for killing him if I don’t do this. I’ll be down once I have the details.”

	“Dylan, I’m … Dammit, I’m so sorry. We just walked in. I didn’t know—”

	“Autumn,” I whisper. “We’re good, okay?”

	She hesitates before she says, “Okay.” She puts her cell in her clutch purse and walks past her dad’s table, sitting directly behind him.

	“See that?” Nick points at her. “That’s a threat. Clinging to the police commissioner, as if he’d be able to stop me from carting you off to jail.”

	“Why do you need me to do this?”

	“Because Autumn was supposed to kill him, alone. No one else involved. No witnesses.”

	“I’m not asking about Trevor. I’m …” I pause, chewing over what he just said.

	He wanted her to kill Trevor. I knew that. But the way I’m hearing it now, it wasn’t only to cover up what his son was involved in. It sounds like he wanted a significant bargaining chip. And I got in the way.

	“Why can’t one of your guys kill Ed?” I turn back to Gage. “Like him?”

	“Street rats see to these dirty jobs. That’s far beneath my people.”

	My foot shakes in a wild frenzy. Of course, it has to be done by someone not connected to him. Of course.

	I lean forward and place my elbows on my knees, tapping my fingers on my lips. I lean back and exhale, in need of a cigarette. Only I don’t want Nick to see my trembling fingers when I light it.

	“Look, kid. Dorazio protects a drug lord in his district. The guy pays him to do so.”

	“No.” I shake my head. “Ed asks us to take the dealers down. He’s not working for them.”

	“You help him take out the small-time dealers, not the main man. Not the guy he protects.” He winks. “Get it?”

	I close my eyes, hanging my head down low. Ed helps the top dealer thrive by eliminating the competition. Is that what this is all about? And Sean and I are the pawns?

	“He’s good at covering his tracks,” Nick says. “The department and the entire city praise him. People think he’s a great cop, but he’s worse than the pushers. What a joke of a man, making sure the kingpin is safe, getting a hefty cut of the profits by doing so. He would’ve bumped Trevor off at some point. Just look at what happened to the guy in Autumn’s parking lot—”

	“He’s dead,” I say. “His body was left at Ed’s house.”

	“By Dorazio. Those cops that carted that kid away roughed him up as a warning, but they left him out on the streets. They weren’t the ones who killed him. Dorazio was seen picking him up later that night. Think about it. What better way to come across as innocent than to plant the body in his own driveway. Lazy ass couldn’t be bothered to take the kid to a crumbling house, as you did.”

	I wipe my sweaty palms on my pants. “Just arrest him.”

	“And have an investigation into the city’s police force when I’m close to being up for re-election? I can’t have that.” He grimaces.

	“I won’t kill him.” I shake my head repeatedly. “I can’t.”

	“You will.”

	“You don’t understand.” A muscle in my jaw twitches thinking about Heather and her note. “I can’t. Ed has something that I desperately need. He’s my last hope at getting it.”

	“Kid”—he picks up the sheet of paper from the armrest, waving it in the air—“I have a copy of something you desperately need. You don’t need Dorazio for a damn thing.”

	I burst from the chair, knocking the table out of the way. “Give it to me.” I reach for it, seeing Heather’s handwriting. “I’ll do whatever the hell you want, just let me read it!”

	His foot launches into my gut, the kick sending me to my knees. I cradle my stomach, bent over and teary-eyed.

	“Hurts, doesn’t it?” He folds the paper and tucks it into his jacket pocket. “What were you doing the night she died?”

	“Nothing.” I cough.

	“Ed said you were at a dealer’s house, and this girl, Heather, she saw someone get killed. Is that right? That’s my guess.” He taunts me by patting his breast pocket. “Who died?”

	“What?” I lift my head.

	“You remember?”

	“Why are you asking me that?”

	“Was Dorazio at the river?”

	“Wait, what?” I close my eyes to think. “Stop it. Stop confusing me!” I pull out the Glock and point it at his head. “Give me her note.”

	Gage rushes next to me, setting the muzzle of his gun to the side of my head.

	Nick’s fingers return to a steeple formation, a delighted look on his face. “Bring Trevor’s body here before midnight. There’s a private drive on the east side of the mansion that leads to an underground garage. Gage will be waiting to let you in. Then kill Dorazio.” He pats his pocket. “It’s yours after that.”

	“You’ll have someone kill me before I ever have a chance to read it.” I take a riled breath. “Show it to me now, and I’ll do whatever the hell you want.”

	“If I were you, I’d lower that gun before the entire ballroom sees your profile.”

	“Don’t shoot him yet,” Gage says into a clip-on mic.

	I glance down at the ballroom floor, counting three, five, eight men with their hands glued inside their jackets, waiting for the signal to pull out their guns.

	“Think about that miserable night last year,” Nick says. “Go over it in your head again and again. Remember what you were doing for Dorazio, who was there, and who was lost because of it, and I bet you’ll change your mind about killing him.”

	I slide the Glock back in my pants, hearing Autumn’s high heels clicking on the wooden corkscrew stairs. She reaches the top landing with a hardened expression set on Nick. Our five minutes apart have aged her by ten years. She looks desperate to get me out of here.

	“I’m going with you,” she says, sadness clouding her features.

	“Yes, you are,” Nick responds for me.

	I look back at Nick with flat eyes as we leave. He’s established himself as top dog in this city. I have no choice but to agree to what he wants.
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	I tell Autumn not to speak, that I’m angry, but not at her. She sits still and listens, hanging on my every word. She keeps looking in the back seat at Trevor—gray, ice-covered, and stiff.

	My sentences are choppy. I’m troubled. I remind her I’ve been through a lot. I can’t take much more. That it’s too much, and I deserve a break.

	I ask her if she thinks Nick will expect more from me after this, or if I’m just going to be killed. Then I tell her not to answer that.

	“Don’t speak, Autumn. I’m working things out in my head. Don’t interrupt me. I’m thinking out loud.” I said the same thing to her on the drive to the abandoned house, starting in on this tirade some time ago.

	I complain about the cold. The snow is no longer beautiful, light, and soothing. It no longer falls in soft flakes, melting on women’s noses. It’s old. The snow is dead. It’s grey and black, heavy and dense. A burden. Unable to lift and swirl like it did when it was young.

	I ask her if she ever watched me before the night we met. If she knew I did jobs for Ed, and that I’ve killed a handful of men. I ask if she lured Trevor to the bar, hoping I’d kill him, knowing he was a bastard who’d tick me off, knowing my temper flares when I’m around men like that, knowing because she had watched me.

	She quietly answers no to all my questions, which is very un-Autumn like.

	She respects my mood, wanting to help. She knows I need an ear and not a mouth, so she keeps two open and one shut.

	I tell her I’m not trying to hurt her or accuse her. I’m only searching for answers.

	I fire off questions, asking what district she worked in when she was a cop, who her chief was, and if he’s as corrupt as Ed. I tell her it’s okay now to talk. She should answer. I need her to speak.

	“I was in Rick’s district. He’s a friend of my dad’s. They’re both smothering me, but Rick’s mostly a good guy, trying to take Ed down.” She removes her sequin glove and drops it on the floor, saying it was too confining.

	She glances over her shoulder. I tell her to stop looking at the body. I have nothing but remorse for what happened. I shouldn’t have pulled my knife. I’d take it all back if I could. I should’ve remembered the horror on Jake’s face when he realized he took a man’s life. He felt remorse instantly. I wouldn’t have pulled it if I’d thought of him.

	“I’m going to end up in prison.”

	“No.” She stares ahead. Her voice is small. She begins the same conversation I had with Jake on the way to dump the body in the river, the similarities unnerving.

	“This is over after tonight,” she says.

	“Is this over after tonight?” Jake asked.

	“Nick won’t have you arrested.”

	“Are we going to prison?”

	“I’ll protect you, Dylan.”

	“Will anyone protect us, Dylan? Can anyone help?”

	“No one knows what happened.”

	“What happened? What have we done?”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“I’m sorry, Dylan. Don’t tell Mom and Dad. Please!”

	“Stop it!” I pound the steering wheel and pull over to the side of the road. “Get out of my head!” I hop out and kick the door shut, moving to the tail end of the car. My hands cover my face, stifling my tears.

	Her door swings open and she hurries to my side. She caresses my forearm before sending me a foot back with a tight embrace.

	“I can’t take this anymore. They won’t leave me alone. No matter what I do, they’re always inside my head.” I try to break away from her, but she won’t let go. “I want him back. I want Jake back!”

	She holds me tighter. “What can I do?”

	I clutch my hair and look up at the black sky. “I want that night back,” I say in a lower voice. “Please, give me one more chance.”

	She says she’d give it to me if she could.

	“Nothing stops the pain.” I breathe so hard my lungs hurt. “I have to tell someone what happened. I have to get it out. Listen to me, Autumn. Please. I need to talk to someone about Jake.”
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	Jake

	 

	“What have we done?” Jake’s wobbly voice fills my truck, his hands locked behind his head, body swinging forward and back.

	“Just sit tight.” I try my best to comfort him. “I’ve gotta call Sean. I didn’t have a chance to tell him everything.”

	“I’m sorry, Dylan. Don’t tell Mom and Dad. Please!”

	“Jesus, Jake. What the hell were you doing at that party?” I take out my phone and tap Sean’s number. “Come on, pick up, Sean.”

	“Hey,” he answers.

	“Hey, nothing.” I sit up straight, my hand tight around the wheel. “I nearly got killed. That guy had a gun pointed at my head.”

	“I know. I had to deal with the other guy. They were brutal. We’re lucky there weren’t more of them.”

	“Can you get rid of that body on your own?”

	“Yeah. I’ll put it in the water by the grain elevators. Why is this all fucked up?”

	I slap the steering wheel. “Because of our bad decision to take a piss out back. What were we thinking? They must’ve been on to us. They waited until we were alone. You should’ve stayed next to me instead of taking off to the other side of the yard. I felt ambushed.”

	“We were ambushed.”

	“We shouldn’t have split up!”

	“Then why are we splitting up now? We can put the bodies in the same spot.”

	“I don’t know.” I shake my head. “I wasn’t thinking straight when we left. I just wanted to get everyone out of there before anyone else came outside.”

	“What now? Did you call Ed?”

	“You call and tell him about the coke in the house. I’ll take care of Jake and this other guy.”

	“Ed?” Jake pivots in his seat. “Eddie Dorazio?”

	“He’ll help,” I tell him.

	“He’ll arrest us. I’ll end up in prison!”

	“Is Jake all right?” Sean asks.

	“Does he sound all right?” I gulp down the vile taste in my mouth. “He clubbed a guy with a crowbar to save my life. I was a second away from death.”

	“He said he was gonna kill you!” Jake shouts.

	I give his shoulder a comforting pat. “He has no idea what’s going on.”

	“Get him home,” Sean says.

	“Are you nuts? I’m not taking him home like this. He can stay at our place tonight.”

	Jake looks frantically around the truck. “Where’s my hockey stick? You see it, Dylan? It has my name on it. If the cops show up and find—”

	“I got it. It’s okay. I made sure we didn’t leave anything behind. I threw it in the truck bed.”

	Sean cuts back in. “Good thing we moved the bodies before that car turned down the alley.”

	“I know, right?”

	“Look, where ya gonna be?”

	“I’m pulling into the parking lot next to the river. The one at Fullerton Park.”

	“No,” Jake says. “I was here for a hockey game earlier.”

	“On the ice?” I ask, ending the call with Sean.

	“In the parking lot. We had a pick-up game going.”

	“Is that how you heard about this party? From the guys you were playing with?”

	He nods.

	I rub my forehead, startled when I look at my fingertips and see blood. I rub and look again, smearing the stickiness between my thumb and forefinger. Could be from the guy Jake clubbed and not my own. I can’t remember anyone taking a whack at my head, but it’s throbbing like I’ve been hit.

	I wipe my fingers on my pants. “Jake, these aren’t the same kind of house parties I take you and Heather to.”

	“I wasn’t gonna be alone.” He turns to me, his skin pale, eyes red-rimmed and pained. “I was waiting for my friends to show.”

	“Doesn’t matter, don’t go to unfamiliar houses without me. I’ve told you that before. How do you know which ones are safe?”

	“It was safe. John’s brother said they had foosball tables and video games in the attic.”

	“Twig, no.” I close my eyes for a second, then look back at the street. “That’s a draw. They have drugs up there that they offer kids. It’s how they get you hooked and selling for them.”

	He shifts in the seat when I turn into the parking lot. “What if my friends come here tomorrow and find the body? We can’t do this, Dylan.”

	“No one’s gonna find him.” I park alongside the short trail that leads down to the iced river, killing the lights and the engine. “Take a deep breath for me.” I put my hand on his shoulder, noticing the tears on his cheeks. “Putting the body in the river will wash away any evidence.”

	“But—”

	“Twig, the current will take the body out to the lake. No one will find it until the ice melts.”

	He stares at his fleece gloves, examining them for blood. “I don’t wanna go to prison, Dylan.” His hands start to shake.

	“It’s all right. I’ll take care of everything.” I put on my black knit cap and tug it down over my ears. “Come on. We can’t sit here for too long and think about it. We have to get the body out of the truck and haul ass outta here. Then we can talk.”

	“Who is that?” He glances back, eyes wide with fright. “Dylan, I saw headlights. Someone’s coming.”

	I look all around. The lot is dark. “No one’s down here this time of the night. Must be your imagination.”

	“No. I swear. I saw a light over there.” He points. “At the second entrance.”

	“Jake, the lot’s empty. Trust me.” I rub my hands together and blow on them to keep warm. “You see and hear things when you’re under major stress. It’s not real, just paranoia.” I open my door. “Come around to my side and help me carry him to the river so we can get this over with.”

	I pull out a bath towel that’s stashed behind the seat and wrap the guy’s head. It stops the blood from dripping all over our clothes and hides the battered skull from Jake.

	“Can I wait here?” he asks.

	“No way, I’m not leaving you up here by yourself. Not until I know you’re gonna be all right. Besides, I need help carrying him down the bank.”

	“Someone will see us.” His eyes dart toward the street.

	“My truck isn’t visible this far in. Like I said, take a breath. Okay?”

	I drag the guy out of the back, livid that Jake was at the party. I’d be dead if he wasn’t there, but still, he knows better than to be out this late without his friends or me. Our parents would’ve picked him up once it got dark if they knew he was out in this area alone.

	“I hate touching him,” he says, holding the guy’s legs, losing his grip numerous times.

	“We’re almost there, man up.” I wince at my words. He’s eighteen, helping me dump a body, and I tell him to man up? I’m surprised he’s not cowering on the passenger-side floor of my truck, unable to speak or move. He doesn’t have to be brave.

	“This is fine.” I release the arms. “Careful where you step, the ice is thin in spots.”

	He knocks snow off his clunky wool-lined boots. “What happens next?”

	“I need to break the ice. Step off it and stay on the bank while I head back to the truck.”

	“No.” He grabs my coat sleeve, staring at the body. “Don’t leave me here with him.”

	I watch tears drip off his chin. My head hurts, and my heart’s split in two. I left Heather earlier in the same condition as Jake, heartbroken and alone. The thought of facing her tomorrow fills me with utter fear and shame.

	“Okay. You go. There’s a concrete block in my truck bed. It’s holding down the tarp you used to pick up the leaves at the Andersons’ last fall. Dig out the block from the snow and bring it down here. Hurry.”

	He races off, only three years younger than me, but just an innocent child compared to what Sean and I have seen.

	I hear the concrete block knock against my truck as he wedges it free from the ice. It’s stuck to the bed along with some dead leaves that fell out of the yard waste bags he hauled away for Lona. He worked past sunset for her, using up all the gas in my truck.

	He returns with the block and his hockey stick. The hockey stick, I’m assuming is for comfort.

	“You buy that expensive stick with the money you got from Lona?”

	“Yeah.” He holds it up. “Is this heavy enough to break the ice?” He raps the block with his stick.

	“I hope so. I should be able to lob it close to the body. The ice is smooth there. It’s harder to break through where it’s all jagged. Once the block weakens the ice, his weight should take care of the rest and send him through.”

	His lips part and I can see his breath. “How do you know all this?”

	“I don’t.”

	He clutches his stick close to his chest. “I’m gonna be sick, Dylan.”

	“We’re almost through this.” I pick up the block.

	“Maybe we should call the cops and tell them what happened.”

	“Jake, you don’t know everything that happened back there.”

	“But this doesn’t feel right.”

	“It shouldn’t.”

	Holding the block with two hands, I twist to the right and pitch it forward. It lands a foot from the body, cracking the ice in a web pattern. We wait. The block and the body stay on the ice.

	“Try again.” He steps out.

	“I’ll get it.” I tug him back.

	I keep an eye on the widening rift under my boots as I inch toward the body. The farther out I walk, the thinner the ice becomes. I lift the block and hear the sound of a crack that echoes across the frozen river, but turn and see that it’s Jake tapping the ice with his stick.

	“Stop that.”

	“What?”

	“You’re freaking me out. That sound is gonna give me a heart attack.” I slide my feet back to him.

	“Sorry.”

	I hurl the block again, and it goes straight through this time. Water streams out of the hole and a puddle forms around the body.

	“Push him closer so we can go,” Jake says.

	“I’m too heavy. If I don’t stay a few feet away when he sinks, I’ll go down with him.”

	Jake takes a couple steps out, a couple more, and I stay next to him, holding his shoulder. He reaches way out with his stick and nudges the guy’s legs, getting his lower half to slide closer to the hole. “Dylan, he’s not gonna fit in that tiny hole.”

	“It’s a weak spot. It’ll open up.” My cell rings, sending him running back to the bank.

	“That scared the shit outta me,” he says.

	“It’s Sean. Hold on … Yeah, what’s up?”

	“Eddie’s not answering his cell.”

	“He’s supposed to be waiting for our call.”

	“I know. Are you done yet? I’m heading back your way.”

	“Almost.” I shudder at the sound of Jake striking the ice with his stick again. “Jake, stop it.”

	He eases up a little but doesn’t stop. It’s a habit. All the players on his team do it. The stick making contact with the ice hypnotizes them. I’ve watched the kids at his games, not even aware they’re doing it.

	“What should we do about Eddie?” Sean asks. “He’s supposed to be in the area with his crew.”

	“I can’t think about him right now. Let me finish here and I’ll call you back. I gotta get this guy in so we can leave.” I put my cell in my pocket and take out a cigarette, needing a second to figure this out.

	I can probably drive the body forward with Jake’s stick, far enough onto the weak spot. Tap. It all depends on how slick it is out there. Tap. Tap. “Jake, I’m gonna send you and that stick into the river if you don’t stop tapping the ice!”

	“Sorry,” he says. “I messed up, Dylan. I messed everything up.”

	“No. Sean and I did.”

	“I killed him.”

	“It’s my fault, Jake. Not yours.”

	Wind barrels across the ice. I turn away and flick my lighter, shake it, and try again.

	Tap. Tap. Tap.

	Flick. Flick.

	“Dammit.” I rest my hands on my knees and hang my head low, waiting for the wind to stop. I’m fuming over Ed not being here and shaken by the two guys who jumped us. This night is a disaster.

	“I wanna leave.” Jake taps his stick, stepping out on the ice. “Just push the guy and get it over with.” He taps again, moving closer. “Do it, Dylan. I don’t wanna be here!” Tap. Tap.

	“Stop it!” My temper flares. I spin around, warning him with a shove. He lands on his knees and drops his stick. I turn away from him, flicking my lighter, sucking in the short flares, dying to get it lit.

	“Dylan.” His voice quavers.

	The repetitive flicks fade as the north wind speaks. It blows against my back and down my neck, constricts my chest and crushes my ribs.

	“Dylan!”

	My blood runs cold. The river vibrates under my boots, climbing up my legs to tunnel inside the chambers of my heart.

	In an instant, the water is resurrected from a deep sleep to swallow Jake whole, announcing itself with a splash and a gasp.

	 

	•  •  •

	 

	“His stick was the only thing left when I turned around. It was that fast.” I cry on Autumn’s shoulder. “I heard him scream under the ice, but I couldn’t see him.” Her fingers rake through my hair as we sit on the curb in the snow. “I told my parents he wanted to show me where he had played a pick-up game earlier with his friends.” I sit up and sniff, arms folded tight to my chest. “But when we got there, he saw a patch of black ice on the river and said he needed to slide on it. That’s what I told everyone, that Jake couldn’t stay away from the ice because he was a hockey player. I tried, but I couldn’t stop him.”

	“Shh,” she soothes. “It’s okay.”

	“I lied. I couldn’t mention the party or the guys we killed. I never even told Sean I shoved Jake and he slid onto a patch of thin ice. I never told anyone it was my fault!”

	“Dylan, you—”

	“I killed Jake.”

	“You didn’t—”

	“He was gone in two seconds.” I wipe my nose in my coat sleeve. “Then Heather. She left me too.” I rock back and forth. “Relief never comes, Autumn. It never comes.”

	“Dylan.” She cups my wet chin. “You didn’t kill him.”

	I let out a forlorn howl, hemorrhaging to death inside. Suddenly, I’m unable to catch my breath.

	“Just breathe,” she says. “Settle down and breathe for me.”

	“Impossible.” I twitch. The street light overhead buzzes then flicks. I look up, but the light’s not there. “How can I breathe when I’m drowning?”
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	Time.

	It’s taken me a year to reveal how that night played out. A secret that never left my lips now resides with Autumn. Granted, Ed already told her, as if somehow he knew. He asked me why I snapped and killed Trevor, and if I had done the same to Jake. He told Autumn I might’ve killed my brother. He brought it up like he was at the river that night, and now I’m questioning if the headlights Jake thought he saw were his.

	Time.

	It took an eternity to deal with Trevor. We waited an hour for Gage to open the garage door and take him off our hands, hoping one of Nick’s thugs wouldn’t kill us after delivering the body. We made it out alive, another secret Autumn and I will share for a lifetime.

	Time.

	It took only a second for Autumn to convince me we weren’t going back to the party. No fancy food, slow dances, or conversations with wealthy older men. I had no reason to object. The faster we got out of there, the better.

	Five minutes became ten.

	Now ten are ticking into twenty.

	Vehicles come and go from the parking lot next to Autumn’s loft. We sit in her car and talk, watching clumps of wet snow slide down the windshield.

	I don’t expect her to comfort me entirely. She can’t say it’s okay or it was an accident because it’s not, and it wasn’t. But she listens to me reminisce about Jake, and that’s all that I need right now.

	Time.

	We laugh about the present and cry about the past, huddled inside the high collars of our coats, our hands in our pockets, legs swinging. When she looks at me and smiles, and I blush, I know that it’s going to happen. She’s about to invite me inside.

	“It’s time,” she says.

	She steps out and stands in front of the car with her hand raised in anticipation of mine. We bundle together and walk into her building, taking the stairs to the second floor.

	I continually wet my lips. Autumn does the same. It’s telling. We know what we’re about to do, and I admit that I’m nervous. The expectations tonight are different than having emotionless sex with someone who approached me at the bar. I’m under a lot of pressure.

	She squeezes my hand and opens the door to her loft, then locks us in and motions me to follow her to the bedroom. Coats drop to the floor in the hallway. Then our shoes are kicked off. She closes the door to her room and lights a candle. The small flame casts flickering shadows onto the walls and ceiling. I smile and cross to where she stands, unzipping her dress and sliding it off her shoulders. She helps by unhooking her bra and removing her tights and panties, kicking everything off to the side. I pull her close and dip my head for a kiss, first on the curve of her jaw and then the lips.

	“You’re stunning,” I whisper, my eyes poring over her.

	She unravels her bun and lets her hair cascade down, poofing it out with her fingers, leaving it looking messy, but seductive. “Do you want me?” She steps forward and unbuttons my shirt, spreading her fingers across my chest.

	“Every inch of you.”

	I pull the Glock out of the back of my pants, along with my wallet and a condom, placing everything on her nightstand. My heart beats faster when she unbuckles my belt and helps me undress. We stand naked to one another, taking simultaneous deep breaths until she makes the first move and picks up the condom.

	The tension in the room disappears when she rolls it on me and says, “Six inches.”

	I push her playfully onto the bed and say, “Eight.”

	We laugh and slip under her white comforter. The bed is cold, but our bodies are on fire. I kiss my way down her chest, nibbling around her navel ring while taking her breast in my hand.

	“Make sure you look at me,” she whispers.

	I climb over top of her, staring adoringly into her eyes. “I’ll be looking at you the whole time, Autumn.” I trace her hairline and shake my head at how lucky I am to be with her tonight. Her heated breath fans my face as my hand slinks down her belly, dipping low between her legs.

	“Dylan.” She brings my hand back up. “Believe me. I’m more than ready.”

	“Okay,” I whisper.

	“Okay,” she whispers back.

	I straighten my arms and lift my upper body, giving her all the control to guide me inside when she’s ready. I shudder the moment I experience her warmth, relieved that she shows no signs of pain or regret once I start to move.

	She locks her legs around my hips, easing into my slow rhythm. “Fantastic,” she says, grabbing my chest to direct the pace. Her sexy open-mouthed expression sends my eyes into a haze. I thrust harder, connecting to her energy. She arches her back and pushes her hips with mine, her body tightening in anticipation.

	We send the iron headboard knocking into the wall for some time, and I know by the sound deep in her throat and the way that she’s clenching at the sheets that I’m doing something right.

	I kiss her madly when her muscles start to spasm. She breaks free of my mouth to moan my name but then instantly latches back on, needing to bury her cries. I feed on her orgasm, suddenly overcome with my own rapid release, sliding deeper into her, rocking until the pulsations and trembling subsides.

	She looks up with a pleased smile, her eyes soft and set on mine. “Perfect,” she says, her foot slithering up the back of my leg.

	“Yeah, you are perfect.” I nestle my head into her pillow and smile to myself. “I think we should do this as much as possible.”

	“Tonight. Definitely. As much as you can.”

	“Tonight, and for a long-ass time after tonight.” I hold the base of the condom and pull out, surprised when she pushes my hand away and rolls it off. No one’s ever done that before.

	She slides out from under me and takes it out of the room, returning a minute later with two beers.

	I raise my eyes to the ceiling in total wonder. “I’ve found a girl who’ll take care of the condom and get me a cold beer after sex.”

	“While naked,” she adds.

	I shake my head in disbelief and take the bottle from her hand. “Yeah, while naked. You’re not real.”

	“Maybe not.” She props the pillows alongside the headboard and sits next to me, our fingers interlaced and toes touching, clinking beer bottles before we drink.

	“This is nice,” I say.

	“It is nice. I’m comfy with you, even though you’re hiding a bunch of stuff from me.”

	I pretend I haven’t a clue what she’s talking about. Except I suck at keeping a straight face after sex.

	She smirks against her beer. “So you’re going back to work tomorrow?”

	Good. She changed the subject. “Yeah. Tomorrow night. I apologized to my dad for the constant fighting.”

	“Are you still doing jobs for Dorazio?”

	“Oh.” I shift. Now she’s bringing it up again. “I haven’t heard of anything going on. I mean, with any dealers. That last house should’ve been it for me.”

	“Doubt it. He’ll keep hounding you, and one day you’ll end up dead.”

	“Yeah, I know.” I rub my chin, debating if I should tell her that Nick ordered me to kill him. “I told Ed last year I was through, but he kept bribing me with Heather’s note. Then he threatened Sean and me. He said he’d arrest us if we wanted out, so I guess I have to wait and see what happens.”

	“What happens with what?”

	“I don’t know.” I shrug.

	“Dylan, tell me.”

	“Well, what about you?”

	“Me what?”

	“What does Nick have on you?” She holds her beer to her lips. “Autumn?” She chugs and chugs. “Autumn?” I lower the bottle from her mouth, but she won’t answer. “He wanted you to kill Trevor, but I got in the way. He never got that total control over you, not when you can pin Trevor’s murder on me. You have an ‘out.’ I get all that. But is there something else?”

	“There’s always something else.” She sets the beer on the nightstand and straddles my legs. “You talk first. I can’t imagine Nick asked for Trevor’s body and nothing else. He could’ve just had me bring it to him. I know something’s up.”

	“Nope.” I shake my head. “Nothing.”

	“Did he ask you to kill me?”

	“What?” I sit straight up. “Of course not.”

	“Then what is it?”

	“Hey, you’re holding back on me, too.”

	“True.” She twists her lips. “How about we make a deal?”

	I knock back half the beer and place the bottle next to hers on the nightstand. “What do you have in mind?”

	“You tell me about Nick, and I’ll get Dorazio off your back.”

	“Nope.”

	“Why?” She tilts her head.

	“Because you can’t get Dorazio off my back, and because I want you to go first. You talk. Then me.”

	She creeps closer, breasts hanging low. I take them in my hands and sink below her, putting one in my mouth, releasing it with a loud smack of my lips. “You’re irresistible … and you’re trying to seduce me.”

	“Also true.” She runs her fingers through my hair, leaning in close, squashing her nose to mine. “New deal. I’m going to tell you a story about Nick and Dorazio, and you’re going to tell me what Nick wants from you.”

	“Then what?”

	“Well”—she bites and tugs on my bottom lip—“as a reward, how about a long night caked in sweat with the sheets twisted around our legs?” She hooks my chin. “A hot night of sex, Dylan. Hours and hours of our naked bodies pressed together. Throbbing naked bodies. Neither one of us will be able to walk in the morning.”

	I don’t hesitate when I say, “Deal.”
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	Autumn Black must be a sorceress to get me to agree to this, but I trust her more than I trust the mayor. He said to keep my mouth shut. Autumn said to open it, so I opened it and told her what was up. Now all I have to do is kill Eddie Dorazio, and Autumn will take care of the rest.

	Standing in the alley next to the bar, I place my Glock in my waistband. I swiftly slide it back out, turning it from side to side, admiring its beauty. I put it away and pull it out again. “Awesome,” I whisper. I shouldn’t have it out. I put it back. I’ll take it out when Ed’s here. I have to learn to be patient.

	I shouldn’t own a gun.

	I try not to think about it, taking my cell out instead. Ed’s late. Four-fifteen in the morning, it’ll be daylight in a couple of hours.

	I smoke and pace in the alley, off my game after a night of wild sex and then a ten-hour shift at the bar. I need sleep, but I need to kill Ed to be able to sleep. I probably won’t sleep after I kill him. It’s a vicious circle.

	The streets are still, businesses are empty, and Northland is asleep under raven-black darkness. I shake my foot after stepping in a slush puddle. Water seeps into my boot and soaks through my sock. After two days of balmy forty-degree temperatures, the runoff of melted snow has risen in the streets. Icy pools are hard to avoid, the dead fish smell even harder.

	“Make it quick,” Ed says, walking into the alley with his baton swinging at his side. “Traitor.”

	I tuck my cell away and grip my gun. “Traitor? How so?”

	He stops in front of me, nudging the baton into my collarbone. “You went to the mayor’s and talked about me, didn’t you? What did you say to him? Huh?”

	“I didn’t.”

	“Don’t lie. People saw you talking to him.”

	“I wasn’t at the party for long, fifteen minutes tops. We didn’t talk about you, Ed. He wanted his son’s body, and that was it.”

	“Bull.” Ed’s in his usual dictatorial role, prodding me with his damn baton.

	“It’s not bull. You should’ve told me who Trevor was when you pocketed his wallet. You knew he was Nick’s son.”

	“Not my problem, Dylan.”

	“Nothing’s your problem. You don’t care about my dad or me. Just yourself.”

	“Is this why I’m here? You wanna fight about the cash from the bar? Keep it. Go ‘head. We’ll see how long you can run this place without me. Within a week you’ll be paying a gang for the same thing. Then what? They’ll ask for more next month and the month after that. You can say goodbye to your business within a year.”

	I flick my cigarette past his head. “You here alone or is Kevin with you? Where’s your Tahoe?”

	“Who gives a shit? Jesus, Dylan, I thought you had some life-or-death emergency and needed to talk in private. You want me to call him back here so you can rag on the two of us? Spit it out. What do you want?” He swings the baton at his side. “This better not be another sobbing appeal for that note.”

	I wipe my nose, eager for this to be over. All I have to do is pull the trigger. That’s it. Shoot and run. I have to do it.

	I draw the Glock and raise it between his eyes.

	“Seriously?” He laughs. “You little punk.”

	“Get down on your knees, Ed.”

	He laughs harder.

	I rack the slide. My voice lowers in pitch. “Get. Down.”

	He puts the baton in his belt and widens his stance. “Did your wench put you up to this?”

	“Shut up.” I wave the gun at his face. “Tell me where you were that night.”

	“What night?”

	“The night Jake died. You went to the Andersons’ house in the morning, but you weren’t at the river. Why? Why didn’t you come and help the cops and the rescue team? Where the hell were you?”

	“Working, I can’t be everywhere at once.”

	“No. Sean called you after we left the party. I called you after Jake fell through the ice. What was more important than him?” I take a step closer. He sees the rage in my eyes. He gets it. This is real. “Answer me, Ed.” I press the muzzle to his forehead. “Don’t even think about knocking the gun away. Just answer me.”

	“Which one is on to me? Is it Nick, or Autumn?”

	“I’m on to you.”

	“Dylan, you’re not bright enough to figure any of this out on your own.”

	My palms slam his chest. He stumbles backward and twists his ankle in a pothole. “Enough.” He raises his hands. “Don’t make me kill you.” He glares up at me, slowly placing his hand on his gun as he regains his footing. “Where’d you get that gun?” He nods at it. “Does your dad know you have it?”

	“Do the cops in your department know all the drug busts you run are a scam? Do they know you get a payout from the drug lord in the district to get rid of the small-time dealers?”

	He grins and grips his gun.

	“Better not,” I say, keeping the gun pointed at his head. “You know, Ed … you know what I think happened that night?”

	“What’s that, Dylan?” He slides his gun up an inch.

	“I think a big supply came in, and I think you had to patrol the area to make sure no cops or anyone else made off with the shipment. And I think that was more important to you than Jake.”

	“Or maybe I picked up a hooker, or I was at Tim Horton’s getting a coffee, or beating my meat in my Tahoe. Or maybe I was doing my fucking job!” He pulls out his gun and aims it at my chest. “Are we doing this? Are we really doing this? Because you won’t be the one who’s left standing. Face it. Your back is against the wall. I’ll bury you like Jake got buried in that icy riv—”

	I fire the gun before he can finish. It echoes through the alley. My ears ring and the shot sends Ed to his knees. He drops his gun and collapses face-first. Red lights flash on the street as I kick his gun away. Kevin calls out to Ed, sending the Tahoe in reverse and shining the headlights down the alley. “Ed!” he shouts. We’re too far in for him to see us. He steps out, pulling his gun, taking a stealthy walk along the alley wall toward us.

	“Sorry, Dylan,” Autumn whispers behind me.

	“What?” I turn to the opposite end of the alley. “Why are you here? You’re supposed to be waiting for me at your loft.” She’s a shadow in the darkness. “Take off before Kevin gets back here. I’ll meet up with you later.”

	A second shot rings out. My body jerks back and drops next to Ed’s. My vision turns dark even though my eyes remain open. Ed, the buildings, the sight of her as she approaches, all turn to black. I see only the sleeve of her burgundy coat as she sets her hand on my chest, sharing a sorrowful goodbye.

	She knows. Autumn knows my suffering over Heather won’t disappear with time. The only way to stop my relentless thoughts from that night will be to read her last words. I told her what Nick had to offer for killing Ed, and what the compensation would be. Not cash, just words. A note.

	Autumn’s hand slips away, her strawberry scent vanishes with it. I want to tell her to be careful, tell her how much she means to me, and thank her for putting me out of my misery. But I can’t speak. Not a word. Not a breath. Nothing. I may never see her again, and I can’t open my mouth to tell her these things.

	“Stop, police officer. Stop!” Kevin shouts. “Put your hands up where I can see ’em. Hands up!”

	She steals Ed’s cell phone and scurries away. I hear a car drive up and stop at the end of the alley. The door opens and closes, the engine revs, then the car drives off behind the buildings. Gone. Like she was just a snippet of a short dream, Autumn is gone.

	Ice water soaks through my clothing. I take a painful breath, feeling a constriction in whatever’s left of my heart. It’s the coldest I’ve ever been.

	One minute, no movement for a minute.

	Kevin heads through the slop in our direction. I turn my head slightly toward Ed.

	I’m sick to death about what I’m about to go through, but everything is to free me from the past. I need to move on because it’s not just about me anymore. I have a new motivation. Autumn. She’s my focus. When our plan was finalized, she said, “You have my heart. Now let’s set yours free.”

	That’s compassion.

	I get on my knees and crawl over to Ed. “We pulled it off.” I turn him over. “Nick didn’t realize it was all an act. He didn’t check if we were dead before driving off with Autumn.”

	“I wasn’t acting,” Ed says.

	“You’re such a bastard.” I stand and kick slush in his face. “I should’ve shot you for real when you started talking about Jake. Why’d you have to harass me again?”

	“I didn’t know we had a script.” He pushes off the ground and stands. “It’s the truth anyway.”

	“How do you know?” My anger gnaws. “Were you there? Were those your headlights Jake saw?”

	“You know what I was up to that night. You already said it.”

	“God, I’m so done with you. Give it to me! Now, Ed. Now!”

	“I heard you.” He reaches into his coat pocket.

	“You’ve never heard me.”

	He shakes his head. “You shouldn’t read this note.”

	“Don’t break the deal, or I will shoot you.” I shove him again. “You kept her note from me because you didn’t want people to know what I was doing that night. It connects to you. You wanted to protect yourself. I bet she wrote about the party.”

	“No, she didn’t.”

	“Give me that copy. That was the deal for letting you walk free.” I reach for his pocket, but he forces my hand away. My teeth gnash. “I want that copy of Heather’s note. We’re done talking. No more extortion of the bar, or snitch jobs, or any other shit. You mess this up, and Autumn turns over the surveillance video she has of you. It’s your vehicle, your license plate, you.” I poke his chest. “It’s you getting a payout from that dealer, and she has photos of you escorting the truck from the last two shipments. You, Ed. You.”

	“I warned you to stay away from her!”

	“Now!” My hand lifts, demanding the note.

	He holds the folded slip of paper in the air and lets it drop in the puddle next to my feet, stepping on it as he heads out of the alley. “Make sure you get my phone back from Autumn.” He pats my back.

	I grab the paper and shake the water away.

	“Did it work?” Kevin asks. “You guys fool ‘em or what?”

	I sprint past them and out of the alley, carrying the note to my truck like it’s a live grenade, straining to keep it safe in my arms. Scared stiff, I lock my truck after getting inside, looking all around as if someone’s going to snatch her words away.

	This is it. Either my life will end after I read it, or at last, it will begin again.
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	What Joel said to Lona during their fight was true. Heather’s note is cryptic. Wild scribbles.

	I study it on my way to the Andersons’ while listening to the conversation between Nick and Autumn via FaceTime. Lost between two women, Heather’s words have wounded me, and Autumn alone with Nick makes me anxious. The only thing that’s reassuring about the present situation is what Autumn said to me earlier today … Wise women plot and plan. Cocky men like Nick gamble.

	And Autumn did just that—she plotted and planned. We needed two phones for me to eavesdrop, so she had Ed and me set up a call before he arrived in the alley. Then Autumn pocketed his cell, knowing Nick would take hers. I’m connected and able to hear their voices, but can’t see what’s happening inside Nick’s car.

	“They’re dead,” Autumn tells him.

	 “I saw,” he says. “But I still want to hear what was said. Play it back for me.”

	She plays back the last five minutes in the alley, starting when Ed asked where I got the gun. Autumn also saw this coming. She said Nick would ask her at the last minute to record us on her cell, believing the unexpected request would limit any chance of us conspiring against him. Predictable in these situations, he’d want to be sure Ed and I had an actual conversation, that it wasn’t all a scheme. Fortunately, she was one step ahead of him.

	“I knew that kid couldn’t keep his trap shut. He didn’t last a day without telling you I wanted Dorazio dead,” Nick complains. “Betrayal like his always leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. At least he was easy to take out after he served his purpose.”

	“Hey, what’re you doing?” Autumn says.

	“Your cell and Walther are going in the glove box.”

	The compartment opens and clicks shut.

	“Gee, Nick. Think you got enough coke in there?” Autumn says sarcastically. “I remember you used to snort it before we made out, back when you were desperate to take my virginity.”

	“Desperate?” He chuckles. “Right. You were crazy for me. It didn’t take long.”

	“Smitten by your position,” she corrects. “You said you’d be my fast track to a higher rank in the force.” There’s dead air for a minute. Then Autumn breaks the silence. “You know, I really liked Dylan.”

	“What’d he have to offer? Free beer from that slummy bar of his?”

	“He was human.”

	“Human?” Nick pauses, perhaps unable to come up with a good response.

	He knows she’s closing in on the drug ring in District D. He knows that among all the cops, Dorazio is the one working for the main dealer. Nick knows because he put Ed there. That’s what Autumn figured out. Nick Faulkner gets his coke from the chief drug lord in the city. And he hired Ed to help watch over the shipments coming in, to cut out the competition, and to bring him his supply.

	“Dorazio had to go,” Nick says. “I don’t need an unflattering police corruption story unfolding during the next election. And that kid you liked knew way too much.”

	He feigns innocence, as if Ed is some random unknown cop not connected to him. But Autumn’s seen the exchanges in Nick’s office. She has photos. She’s watched them through her telescope—Ed dropping off drugs and picking up cash behind closed doors.

	“Human?” Nick repeats, still mulling over what she said.

	“Dylan was also a man,” Autumn adds.

	“Oh, human and a man. Special guy. Don’t fret; more men are out there. Better ones. Older and wiser ones.”

	“Yeah, that’s encouraging.” She lights a cigarette. The window opens. “Can I smoke in here?” she asks after the fact.

	“Is that your last request?”

	Last request. I’m not surprised. Everyone connected to Nick’s supplier and that drug ring will be taken out.

	“I asked if that was your last request.”

	“I heard you, and I doubt you’ll kill me just because I know you put a hit on Dorazio. And so what if I figured out he was a dirty cop? No one will care anymore now that he’s dead.”

	Except for Nick, he cares because the guy Ed was protecting leads right back to him. Just like my night at the river leads back to Ed. Although it’s not as easy to remove her as it is to erase Dorazio and me. Nick won’t grab her gun and shoot the police commissioner’s daughter in his car. Someone else will do it. Autumn knows that. And she knows she has only a small window to finish this.

	“What’s your angle, Autumn? I can sense something’s going on here. You’re not invincible, you know.”

	“And you think you are?”

	“Oh, right. I’m the mayor and you’re a kid who couldn’t last six months on the force. I think I’m safe.”

	“A woman, not a kid,” she says. “And to answer your question, my angle tonight is to go home and start over. Dump Dorazio’s files in my trash and start a new case.” She exhales a long breath. The window closes. “You wanted Trevor to disappear before he became a disgrace and ruined your chances of being re-elected. You wanted Dorazio gone for the same reasons. No scandals in the city. No investigations. Just silence. You want everything swept under the rug so everyone believes there’s no better man for the job. You got it. Good for you, Nick. Your city is perfect. And not a soul has caught on that you’re a cokehead … except for me.”

	“Casual user.”

	“That’s laughable.”

	“Is it?”

	“Honestly, just forget it. Forget about all of it. I don’t care anymore. Take me to my car so I can go home and disappear for a while. You ruined my chances of building any credibility to get my business up and running. Now I have to start over from scratch.”

	“Ah. See, you do care.”

	“Yeah, about my career.”

	“Come off it. You’re upset I had you kill Dylan so Farren could keep his job. You’re upset I have that leverage.”

	The distance from her dad was intentional, specifically for this case. She thought her dad would take it over and assign other people to it, pushing her aside. That’s what she was talking about in the tub, wanting recognition, credit for doing this on her own. Plus, it’s a screw you to the cops for harassing her for being a woman.

	“You want to fire my dad for no reason,” Autumn says.

	“My city could use a new police commissioner.”

	“Go ahead and do it, Nick. Then I’ll be sure to tell the press how much my virginity was worth.”

	“You have no proof of that.”

	She sighs. The window opens and shuts like she’s playing with the controls.

	“How much information do you have on Dorazio?” he asks.

	“If I had sufficient amount, he’d be under arrest. It’s irrelevant anyway. Ed’s dead. Dylan’s dead. I think we’re even. Leave my dad alone, and I’ll keep quiet about our past and all the coke you snort.”

	He releases a callous laugh. “People are never even. That’s wishful thinking on your part. I could fire Farren tomorrow if you stop doing as I say.”

	The car’s blinker chinks.

	“I parked in the back lot,” she tells him. The car slows. Autumn exhales forcefully. “Not here, Nick.”

	“You can walk from my garage. I don’t want to be seen dropping you off.”

	“Is your wife here?” she asks.

	“She’s at her sister’s place. Why? You wanna have a threesome?” He laughs. “I can call her. We can’t do it in the garage though. Trevor’s body is still down here. Even I have my limits.”

	“No.” Her voice trembles. “Why is Gage down here?”

	“He’ll take it from here, Autumn.”

	“Wait.”

	“Too late.”

	The call is unclear while she shifts in the seat. “Nick, rethink this. I could have you arrested for murdering Trevor. Tell me how you’ll explain his body being here if the cops show up?”

	He laughs. “After you’re dead, somehow, you’ll magically have me arrested?”

	“Yes, for putting a hit on Trevor, and for felony distribution and possession.”

	“Hold up, what?”

	“I have photos of you exchanging coke for sex with women.”

	“Gage!” A window opens. “You’re dead, Autumn. No one knows about that. No one!” He unbuckles his seat belt, hollering again for Gage. “Kill her and put her in a grave with Trevor. Then go to her loft and wipe it clean. Computers, phones, files, everything!”

	“Put it down!” A powerful voice echoes in the background. Autumn pulls Ed’s cell out of her pocket, removing me from the darkness so I can see what’s happening in the garage.

	“Lower that gun,” someone shouts from outside. “Drop your weapon!”

	“Get down!” a second voice shouts. “Down on the ground!”

	Multiple shots fire out. A bullet enters Gage’s chest. A second one strikes his forehead, sending him to the ground in a heap.

	Nick glares out the back window. “DEA? Son of a bitch!” He slams Autumn’s head into the dash and grabs her Walther from the glove box. Shots ring out, shattering the car’s windows.

	“The mayor’s hit.” The garage is rocked with an uproar. “He’s down! We got him.”

	Nick slumps onto the steering wheel, his hand landing in Autumn’s lap. She pushes him and the glass pellets away, hurrying to pick up her Walther and cell.

	“You okay?” A DEA agent helps her out of the vehicle. It’s Miles; one of the guys who picked me up from the lake. “He bashed you pretty good. You have a red mark already.” He lifts her chin to examine her forehead. “Can you see all right?” He holds up three fingers.

	“Yeah, three. It hurts like hell, but I think I’m all right.” She peers inside the car. “There’re a couple of bags of coke in the glove box, possibly more upstairs.” She pulls a flash drive from her pocket. “Too bad you won’t be able to bring him in for questioning about the drug ring.”

	Miles bends over to view the scene inside the car. “Yeah, doesn’t look like that’s gonna happen. He wouldn’t have talked anyway.”

	She holds up the drive. “We have a deal, right? I still want immunity for Dorazio and his partner, in exchange for the drug-trafficking information.” She taps the flash drive. “This is the info on the drug lord, where his shipments go, the houses he uses, the pushers, everything. It’s all here.”

	“The deal stands,” Miles says.

	She hands over the drive. “I wanted Nick in prison, not dead.”

	“It came down to you or him.”

	“I know, but he should’ve rotted in a cell. I have so much on him.” She crosses her arms. “I have a recording of him asking me to kill Trevor. And when I said I wouldn’t do it, he did it himself.” Her words dart out, wanting Miles and the other agents to believe she’s distraught over this. “He said he had the body down here, but I didn’t believe him until I saw it when we pulled in. He killed his son, Miles.”

	Clever. She’s pinning Trevor’s murder on Nick.

	“Detectives are on their way to take care of the body,” he says.

	“And I have photos of him picking up women and exchanging coke for sex.”

	“Autumn, it’s okay.” He puts his hand on her shoulder. “It’s obvious he would’ve gone down.”

	She nods, her lips forming a hard line. “I had it all. I had him.”

	“I know. But our focus now is on the drug lord. And I agree about Dorazio. He’s a disgrace to the force for escorting some of the shipments and delivering coke to Nick, and that phony protection racket he’s got going on, but none of that compares to this.” He holds up the flash drive. “It doesn’t even come close. I know you’re upset you didn’t get to watch Nick crash and burn, but this is gold to us.”

	She nods again, glancing down at Ed’s cell, sending me a wink.

	The screen fades to black. I put my cell away and stare at the Andersons’ house through the side window of my truck. “I’m almost back to where we left off, back to the beginning with you,” I whisper, looking up at Heather’s bedroom window, downward to the lost maple tree, and to the note in my hand. “I can almost breathe again.”

	I drop my gun under the front seat and step outside. My jack-rabbiting heart leaps to my throat as an empty sinking feeling lands in the pit of my stomach.

	 


 

	28

	 

	I clench Heather’s note in my hand and stare at the stone angel where the old maple tree once stood. I don’t know when dawn became day. I don’t know how long I sat in my truck, agitated and disturbed, or how long I’ve been standing outside the Andersons’ home, transfixed by the voices of Joel and Lona in the thick of another nasty fight.

	Morning sleet changed to rain after a dense fog rolled in and blanketed the city, drenching my clothes and hair, putting me in a miserable state. I’m far from being calm. A bomb has exploded in my mind. My white-knuckled fists are ready to pound Lona Anderson’s face. It’s a fit of anger that blurs my vision and makes my blood boil.

	I look over the copy of Heather’s note for the hundredth time, saddened by the spots where her tears or wet hair had originally smudged the ink. As Ed said, she showered at some point. I think she was wasted and tried to wash away the pain of her mom’s pregnancy and her parents’ crumbling marriage, just like I could use a stiff drink to deaden the pain of her first words.

	Pregnant. I told you. It was a blow to the heart!

	Her parents got it wrong. She wrote it was a blow to the heart, not the head. I know her handwriting.

	“That’s an rt, not a d,” I whisper.

	I gaze at the house, picturing Heather in the kitchen as she wrote the note. She was likely pacing, sobbing, nursing a bottle, every so often marching up to the piece of paper to jot down another short phrase. And that’s all it is—fragmented thoughts scattered on every side, upside down and sideways as if she kept turning the paper in circles as she wrote. I’ve guessed at their order, reading it clockwise, coming up with my own sequence of sentences.

	 

	Pregnant. I told you.

	It was a blow to the heart!

	Cold. So cold.

	Twig did it.

	She’s not having it.

	What happened to you?

	That maple. It needs to go.

	I can’t stand to look at it.

	No more autumn leaves.

	No Twig.

	No more sticks!

	Gonna hang.

	It’s over!

	 

	My heart is in my throat. Her words seem to be written by a stranger. I’m alarmed by her apparent disdain for me. I shouldn’t be, she was dealing with her twisted, cheating mom. She found out her idyllic family was an illusion and in ruins, and in the same night she was appalled by what I had done, leaving her alone when she was in tears.

	What happened to you?

	Did she see us that night? It might’ve been her car pulling into the alley when we were leaving. The headlights Jake saw when we were sitting in my truck next to the river also could’ve been from her car. I don’t know. It’s all speculation. But my gut tells me the attack at the party wasn’t part of this, as I initially believed.

	No more leaves. No Twig. No more sticks!

	They’re insignificant nature words to people outside our group. To me, they complete the story.

	The maple’s been destroyed, replaced with a stone angel holding a dove. It makes sense now. I thought Lona cut it down because of Heather. But Heather’s still here. She’s the angel. Jake was the one who was removed.

	“You don’t live here anymore. Get out of my house!” Joel shouts.

	They’re arguing in the front room. Lona drove in some time ago, but I don’t think Joel was awake when she arrived.

	“I have a right to pick up my things!” she screams.

	I crumple the note in my hand. Heather mentioning Jake’s stick isn’t about him tapping the ice, but how he bought it. She wrote that I knew about the pregnancy, and there’s only one reason why she would think that I did.

	I look up at a looming gray cloud releasing a curtain of rain. “Jake?” I question if he can hear me, listening for a response. But only squawking crows in nearby trees answer.

	Caw-caw.

	“Is this all because of you? Did you screw Lona Anderson?”

	Caw-caw.

	My brother was a notorious lady-killer. I couldn’t keep track of the number of women he was with, far too many to count.

	“Did you do this to Heather and her family?”

	Caw-caw. The shadows in the trees mock. Caw-caw.

	The front door bursts open and Joel rushes out in his gray satin pajamas, holding Lona’s coat and purse. He flings them into the front yard and yells at her to get out.

	“What are you doing here?” He waves his hands over his head when he sees me. “Get away from that statue. Everyone, get the hell out of my house and my life!”

	I take the open door as an invite, nearly knocking him over as I hammer past and inside, not giving anyone a chance to shut me out.

	Lona points at the door with a look of pure hatred, her gold rings flashing in the bright overhead light. “Leave!”

	“Both of you need to go,” Joel insists.

	I hold up the note, waving it in her face. “Is this what you didn’t want me to read?”

	“Where’d you get that?” She tries to rip it out of my hand, but I hold it out of her reach.

	“Who got you pregnant?” I ask.

	“That’s none of your goddamn business.” She stomps her foot.

	I turn to Joel. “Did you ever ask her who she fucked? Did she tell you?”

	“Like I care, it was probably another real estate agent in her office.”

	“Get out!” She catches hold of my arm and tugs me toward the door. I wrench away and walk backward, farther into the room.

	“Did you screw my brother, Lona? Was it when he came here to pick up the leaves? Did you give him a load of cash for sex?”

	“We gave Jake fifty dollars,” Joel says. “What are you talking about?”

	“No way.” I shake my head. “His stick was an easy two hundred. Lona paid him a hell of a lot more than that. He got a large tip for some reason.”

	Lona points her finger at me. “Don’t you dare come in here and accuse me of such a thing. Get out of my house.”

	“My house,” Joel says.

	“You told Heather about it.” I step closer, her face growing pale. “You told Heather that you slept with my brother. Why?”

	“What?” Joel storms up to me and grabs the note. “Where do you see that?”

	“You did this, Dylan, not me,” Lona fumes. “I didn’t know she’d get so upset. She found you that night and told you about it. And you took care of it, didn’t you? You got rid of Jake, and whatever you did to him traumatized her.”

	I kick Heather’s grandfather’s gun cabinet and shatter one of the tempered doors, sending a hailstorm of tiny pieces of glass onto the floor. “I wouldn’t kill Jake! Especially not because of you, or because Heather was upset over you two screwing.” I kick the glass pellets, imagining my hands around her neck. “You’re insane!”

	“See. See his temper. I told you, Joel. He’s violent. He killed his brother, and Heather saw him do it.”

	“You had sex with an eighteen-year-old kid?” Joel’s downright mortified.

	She puts her hand on her hip. “I have needs. And I didn’t know Dylan would kill him over it.”

	“You’re guessing, and you’re wrong.” I punch the air. “I never knew about any of this. You know that’s the truth or you wouldn’t have kept the note from me!”

	“You screwed an eighteen-year-old kid?” Joel repeats. “And you told our daughter?” His voice is low, cold, and dead. He circles her, keeping his eyes on the ground. “What kind of monster are you? You had sex with a kid, and then you told the one person who would be hurt by it the most!”

	“I know. I KNOW!” She pushes him away. “Every day I want to die!”

	“No.” He shakes his head. “No, you don’t. You were happy Jake was gone.” Joel walks back up to her. “It was only fair he should die since we lost Heather. Isn’t that what you said last year? It was only fair he was dead.”

	“No!” Lona stomps. “Heather talked to Dylan that night. I know it. He did this!” She points at me. “She saw him drown Jake. She took her life because of him.”

	“Because of you!” I shout.

	She waves a finger at me. “She blamed herself for telling you about Jake and me. She broke down after the way you handled it.”

	“It was an accident!” For the first time I mean what I say. “It was a horrible accident. I wouldn’t kill Jake for this. I’m not crazy like you!”

	“Whore,” Joel says, small droplets of sweat forming on his forehead. “You ruined our daughter.”

	She takes a shotgun from the cabinet. Joel grabs the barrel and pushes it toward the ceiling before she has a chance to shoot.

	“All of these have rounds in them. I made sure to load them after Dylan broke in,” she says.

	“Put it down!” Joel shouts.

	They elbow each other as they fight over the gun. I hold out the note, enraged that they don’t notice Heather’s words in front of them. I hold it higher, but Heather fades from sight. All they care about is killing each other.

	“Both of you need to get out!” Joel struggles for control over the gun, striking Lona’s jaw. She tumbles to the floor, but the gun remains in her hand. He panics and grabs another shotgun from the cabinet.

	Without hesitation, Lona sits up and aims the gun at my head.

	“Don’t,” I whisper, holding the weight of the note between us.

	Tears stream down her cheeks. The gun shakes in her hands. “Why did you have to come here?”

	“Please. Don’t.”

	A blast rattles the house.

	Lona pitches back and the gun drops at her side. Her head smacks the hardwood floor, sending a tremor to my feet. I fall to my knees, staring at the silence in her eyes. Her mouth opens, yet not the slightest breath leaves her lips.

	Joel moves in slow motion. He walks past me to the front door and comes back. He goes to the kitchen and returns. My heart stops when he presses the shotgun to my head.

	“Jake drowned,” I whisper, steadily raising my hands.

	“Did he?”

	He uses the muzzle to trace the scar over my eyebrow, sliding it down my cheek and under my chin to lift my head. I have no choice but to look him directly in the eye.

	“I loved her,” I tell him.

	He slowly squeezes the trigger.

	“I loved them both, Joel!”

	My memories collapse inside one another. I teeter back and forward before dropping to the floor, blinking at the growing pool of blood before my eyes.

	“Fight it, Dylan. Fight it!”

	“Jake,” I whisper, reaching out for him.

	Sharp pains twist through my narrowing veins as my mind retraces its steps to the river, finding the coffined body of a man inside a solid block of ice. I look up and see the moon shrinking to a white dot in my central vision. This is how it began before everything turned dark; before a swallow of gelid water closed my throat, and the strong pull of the river’s current consumed me faster than my terror.

	The fight is over. Death is imminent.

	I remember now.

	I know I’ve made it back to the beginning to cross the end.

	 


 

	Return

	 

	Everything hurts. My skin prickles from head to toe and my lungs burn for air. I’m in a mental battle to keep my heart beating. I want the pain to go away. I try hard to shake my head, roll over, or reposition my legs, but I can’t move.

	A faint voice tells me to wake up.

	I scream inside my head. My eyes dart under closed eyelids. I’m overwhelmed with feelings that I’m alone and the world around me is dead. Or I’m dead. I smell the blood of a kill and have a metallic taste in my mouth as if I’m the victim. I’ve fallen prey.

	Everything hurts, and there’s nothing I can do to stop the pain. Sadness haunts me. I envision my body stuck under the ice, my lips blue, limbs no longer twitching. I’m so cold, taking shallow breaths and swallowing thickly.

	“Wake up!”

	My ears pop and crackle. I can hear again.

	“Damn you, Dylan. I’m not giving up on you. Breathe!”

	The pit of my stomach churns painfully from the distress. End-of-life dreams and future visions recoil back into a far-off corner of my mind. The deceased aren’t here to greet me. No Heather or Jake, just fragmented hallucinations of an abysmal life without them.

	Did I get blackout drunk at the party?

	“Come on!” Sean shakes me. “Get up!”

	Cold water in my belly and lungs and the taste of the river on my tongue cause me to retch. Sean positions me on my side and sticks his fingers in the back of my throat. I heave viciously until my face burns as if vomit is coming out of my eyes and nose.

	“That’s it, puke all over me. I don’t care, as long as you’re okay.” He pats my back. “Breathe. Breathe for me.” He gives me his hat then wraps his coat around my body. “Breathe.” He massages my arms and legs to increase my circulation. I ingest quick breaths through chattering teeth, recovering little by little from the near-death experience. “Chrissakes, your head is practically busted open. You’re a mess, Dylan.”

	I remember the party. My lips won’t move to ask what happened after we left, but I remember the party. We got attacked behind the house. I had my knife out. The yard was dark, but I saw Jake standing by the garage. He was under the light in the alley. Why was he there? He shouldn’t have been anywhere near that house.

	“Oh, man oh man. I swear, Dylan. I swear I thought you were dead.” Sean grips my chin and yanks my mouth open. “Talk to me. Would ya?” He slaps my cheek. “Fish got your tongue, or are you brain dead from the cold?”

	I see a figure sitting on the riverbank behind Sean. He’s faceless. His head low between his knees.

	What day is it?

	What year?

	“Are you with me?” Sean asks. “The two bodies are dumped. Let’s book outta here.”

	“Y-yeah.” I clear my throat, my voice a faint whisper. “What about … wait.” I rub my eyes with my thumb and forefinger. “Where are we?”

	“At the river. After the house party for Ed. Boy, he clocked you good.”

	“Who did? No, that was last year—”

	“Eddie did. He nearly killed you. Then he fell on top of you after he got shot.”

	“What?” I start to sit up, but my vision spins and I have to lean back to calm my stomach before I hurl again. “Who shot Ed?”

	“Don’t you remember? Eddie fell hard and squashed you like a bug. His weight coupled with yours broke the ice. It was crazy how fast it happened. Two seconds.”

	“I’m dead.”

	“Not quite. The current sucked you guys under and away from the hole. You know how lucky you are that the river’s not frozen from bank to bank? We found you farther down in open water.”

	We?

	A sharp sting above my left eyebrow causes me to close one eye. The pain burrows inside my head, dulling Sean’s words.

	“We got hold of you in a whirlpool before you went under the big ice sheet that’s past the free-flowing water. We haven’t seen Ed. He bit the dust. The river didn’t spit him out like it did you.”

	Blood drips down my temple. It soaks through my skin to retrace its steps back inside my veins. Something I can’t stop, an infestation swarming through me. Only it’s not my warm blood, but the iciness of the river that crawls inside.

	“You need stitches, and I’m not doing it this time unless you get me a pitcher. Make that two pitchers. And a pizza. Jake deserves a beer, too, for saving your life.”

	My eyes focus on the figure sitting behind Sean. Reality comes rushing back. It’s the night of the house party, and Jake didn’t fall through the ice. I did.

	I push Sean out of the way and crawl over to Jake, crushing him in my arms.

	The lights Jake saw were from Ed’s Tahoe. He waited until we got the body through the ice before he crept up from behind and bashed my head with his baton, sending me to my knees. Sean showed up minutes later, but it was too late, Jake had just shot Ed after hearing his threats.

	“You’ve become a burden, Dylan. A liability. You have no value to me anymore. I’ve given you warning after warning not to fight at these parties. You’re a snitch, not a hitman.”

	He was beating me repeatedly with his baton, and I was quickly losing consciousness.

	“On top of killing two men and yet another botched job, you got Jake mixed up in all this. It’s one misstep too many. He’ll talk to his friends or Pete. Someone will find out. Time to end this before you bring me down. It’s your fault you all have to die.”

	Jake’s tears warm my neck. He sniffs while trying to catch his breath, his nose dripping with mucus, clothes soaking wet from dragging me out of the river.

	“You had no choice,” I tell him. “You did the right thing, Jake. You did the right thing. You saved my life.”

	He pulls a Glock from his pocket and tosses it in the snow. Sean is quick to step in and pick it up.

	“Glad you were smart enough not to use this at the party,” Sean says. “We would’ve been rushed by the rest of the guys inside.”

	“Where’d…” I stop myself from asking Jake where he got the gun, now’s not the time. What matters most is we’re alive. I grip the back of his head and touch my forehead to his. “I love you. I love you so much, Jake.”

	“Don’t tell Mom and Dad,” he whispers.

	Sean laughs, and I can’t help but chuckle myself. “Don’t worry about that.” I kiss his forehead. “This night stays between the three of us. You hear me?” He hugs me and I stroke his back, never wanting to let him go.

	“Let’s get outta here,” Sean says. “Someone could’ve heard the shot. And we need to get you warmed up and sewn shut.”

	A wave of panic pollutes my body. I pat my pockets for my phone. Heather. Is she alive?

	I stand. Jake stands with me, latched to my side. “I have to go to Heather’s. I need to see her.”

	“Nuh-uh. You’re not driving like this,” Sean says. “You were just out cold. Can you even walk straight?”

	I ignore him and wobble up the bank as quickly as I can, Jake doing most of the work to keep me on my feet.

	“Don’t leave me alone tonight, Dylan,” he whimpers, looking up into my eyes. “Ed’s face …” His mouth drops open, struggling to breathe. We reach the parking lot, and his braces glint in a streetlight. “Why did Ed try to kill you?” His knit batman hat falls over his eyes. “What are you guys involved in? Are more people coming after us? Are we going to die?”

	 

	Braces.

	Batman.

	Glock.

	Wound over my left eyebrow.

	Headaches.

	Two seconds.

	Wake up!

	I remember these things from the black and white world I was trapped in.

	 

	For a moment when I get to my truck, I do nothing but stare at my reflection in the glass, wrangling with reality. Am I alive? Or is this the afterlife, and I’m here with Jake who died last year?

	“Did you ever think about who died that night?” Ed had asked.

	I didn’t realize it was him. Ed. He got shot, not me. And then he died next to me in the river.

	“I remember,” I say, looking down at a cut on my palm from something in the water. It was Ed. He dug his nails into my skin. This is real. This is real life, and Jake is alive.

	“Ed’s dead.” I smile. “The river got him.”

	“Play with the water, Dylan, and it’ll kill you,” Ed had said.

	I remember the sound of his frenzied screams as I broke away from him in the river. Blood from his gunshot wound swirled around me. Then the outline of his black uniform faded into darkness. I thought the current might push him back, and he’d hold me under until I ended up at his side in an icy grave.

	“Here.” Sean hands me my phone. “You must’ve dropped it on the ice when Ed hit you.”

	The screen is stuck on text messages between Heather and me. I can scroll through them, but I can’t open the keyboard or close Messages to call her.

	I look heavenward, pleading for another miracle, weak with horror that it may be too late. “Sean, give me your cell.” I hold out a wrinkled hand, my entire body shuddering violently.

	“No. Get in the truck.”

	“Take Jake to our place. I’ll meet you two there.” My voice is bullying, as if I’m out of time, unable to get from here to there fast enough.

	“Don’t go.” Jake hooks his legs around mine. “The fight … that guy at the party and the crowbar, Dylan. I didn’t mean it. All that blood. And Ed. And the river. The river killed you!”

	“Shh.” Jake is as confused as me. “I’m right here. It didn’t. It didn’t get either of us. We’re alive, Jake. Everything’s over now, Ed’s dead.”

	“Please,” he begs. “Stay with me.”

	“You’re not driving,” Sean says, snagging the keys out of my hand. “I said get in the truck, or I’m calling Pete and telling him his dim-witted son was playing on the ice like a little kid and fell through. He’ll come get you and take you home.”

	He fights me like a demon, pushing both Jake and me inside the truck. I take the front, and Jake drops into the back, the heat blasting out of the vents when Sean starts the engine.

	“Being in the river even for a few minutes can kill you. You should be in shock,” he says.

	“I might be. God, my head was in a fog forever.”

	“Yeah? Did your life flash before your eyes?” he asks, driving out of the lot.

	“No, I saw the future.”

	He laughs. “Tell me who wins the Super Bowl next year.”

	“I’m dead serious, Sean. It was like a year had passed.”

	“A year? You were out for minutes, not a year. Maybe you had a psychogenic blackout. Remember when my cousin had those after he saw a guy get run over by a truck? He blacked out for weeks after that. Trauma, man. Clubbed with Ed’s baton and lack of oxygen could’ve—”

	“It was real! A living hell!” I bend over and retch on the floor mat.

	“See. See how sick you are. I’m not sayin’ the stuff you conjured up didn’t seem real, but look around you. Jake’s alive, and you’re an ice cube from sinking in the water.”

	“Sean, just shut up and get me to Heather’s house.”

	“This ain’t right.” He shakes his head. “Let’s go home. You can change and warm up before you go to her place. The last thing you want to do is vomit on Lona’s furniture.”

	“Jake.” I spin around, wild eyed. “Did you fuck Lona?”

	“What?” He scrunches his nose and sinks back in the seat. “Gross. She’s like, a hundred.”

	“You didn’t get her pregnant?” I ask.

	“Are you nuts? What are you talking about? Sean, take him to the hospital.”

	Sean sets his cell between us. “Call Heather to meet us at the house. There’s no reason to go to her. Make her come to you.”

	My head hurts so much I see double. “A year passed. Jake died.”

	“No, you almost died. Jake’s behind you in the back seat.”

	“A year passed,” I insist.

	“A night.”

	I find Heather’s number on his cell and tap CALL. The ring reverberates from my ear to somewhere inside the truck.

	“The passenger-side floor is ringing,” Sean says.

	“No shit.” I slam his phone against the dash.

	Heather left her cell in my truck, not my room. I remember that now. She sent me texts from her Apple Watch.

	Sean stares at me in utter bewilderment. “Bust my phone and I’ll put you back in the river.”

	“This sucks. I have to talk to her!” I send her a text. No response. I call the Andersons’ home phone, but it goes to voicemail. “Heather … pick up if you’re there. Please, pick up.” The line clicks and then falls silent. I try again and the same thing happens. “Someone keeps cutting me off.”

	“At the party, you said you guys fought.”

	“That doesn’t mean she should hang up on me.” I swing my legs back and forth over the agony of not knowing if she’s okay. “I’m worried. She’s never snubbed me before.”

	Vague memories of our argument dribble in. The tears on her cheeks were unsettling. I remember feeling ashamed. But then when she left my truck and looked back at me like I was a cold-hearted bastard, that, THAT was far worse.

	“Drive faster!”

	Sean sighs. “No. I’m not speeding and getting pulled over heading into that rich neighborhood. Not with that gash on your head and a kid crying convulsively in the back with blood next to him on the seat. Forget it. No way.”

	“This is nerve-racking.” I grip my hair with both hands, gasping for air as if I’ve just reached the surface of the water.

	We drive under a streetlight, and the faded remnant of a heart appears on the passenger-side window. I touch it, recalling Heather drew it earlier on the fogged glass before she got out of my truck. It was when she was talking about Autumn.

	“What the hell happened?” I lean forward and drop my head between my legs. “What happened to the night? How long has it been? Minutes? Hours? It’s been a year. Right? Is she dead?”

	“Who?” Sean asks.

	“Heather.” I turn around to make sure Jake is still behind me. He’s alive. It’s not too late. She has to be alive, too.

	Sean puts his hand on my shoulder. “Heather’s fine. Ed’s the one who died. The river knocked you around and turned you upside down and inside out. Bet you won’t be able to move in the morning. You’ll feel like you’ve been in fifty fights.”

	“Autumn,” I whisper.

	“Autumn? It’s winter, dummy. Look at the blinking Christmas lights all around the city. It’s dreadful. I’m tired of the holidays. Totally burned-out.”

	I gaze out the window at red and white flickering lights on trees and houses, green wreaths on doors, decorations in every window—an excess of bright colors—colors I couldn’t distinguish under the ice with insufficient light.

	“But it’s February,” I say, bleary-eyed.

	“What?” He gives me a strange look. “Jake’s right, I should get you to the hospital. It’s the end of December. Christmas was four days ago.”

	“Dylan, it’s been a long December,” Heather said.

	“A long December.” I groan and lean forward, closing my eyes. “Dear God, what have I done?”

	“The mayor’s gonna ask about this.”

	“The mayor?” I sit up. “What?”

	“Yeah, Rick Farren. He’ll wonder what happened to his right-hand man. But as far as I’m concerned, we know nothing about Ed. If one of his cronies ever asks if we’ve seen him—”

	“We know nothing,” I repeat, looking back at Jake. I want him to say it with us, but he doesn’t.

	Sean taps the wheel, evoking the sound of Jake’s stick on the ice moments before Ed arrived. I tell him to stop the repetitive noise, then reach back and rub Jake’s leg, asking him if he’s okay.

	“You’re not dead,” he responds. His eyes are swollen from emotional exhaustion. He watches me watching him for I don’t know how long, and I’m confused by a déjà vu feeling.

	“Jake?”

	He lifts a gloved hand to tuck his hair under the sides of his hat, the ends hidden by a burgundy scarf. “You’re not dead,” he repeats, staring at the blood on the seat.

	I pull off one of his gloves and hold his hand, remembering a dream of a girl in the alley next to the bar. Like a ghost, she replaced the body of a man who had collapsed at my feet. Her burgundy coat caught my eye first, spread out like a picnic blanket, black gloves on either side suggestive of monstrous ants. A harsh wind snaked through the alley and flapped her hair over blood spots in the snow. I fell into the wall when she turned over, surprised she was alive, my eyes so easily fooled.

	“Don’t worry,” she said. “You’re not dead.”

	She told me then.

	And I didn’t listen.

	 


 

	29

	Heather

	 

	For a year, rain and snow were a burden. Wind hounded me like a ghost. I would wake up screaming, unwilling to let go of Heather and Jake, spending days in a life as black as coal, the taste of death on my breath thicker than whiskey. Alone, stuck between reality and illusion, each second was a day that spun into a year of depression, failures, and gloom. I experienced the opposite of life flashing before my eyes. I saw my future. And it sounded an alarm.

	Jake can’t go down the same road I’ve been on, and Heather … well.

	The hallucinations started after the trauma of Ed’s assault, heightened by the river slugging me down. Tormented like Ebenezer Scrooge by the Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come, and misplaced like Dorothy and Toto on their quest to return home to Kansas, my goal was to reach Heather—to change course by begging her for a second chance.

	On the way to her house, I remember more of the lost night and why she was so upset.

	 

	~

	 

	“When was it?” I ask, looking straight ahead at snowflakes melting down the windshield of my truck.

	“Autumn,” Heather whispers, drawing a heart on the passenger-side window. “The day we raked the leaves for my mom. It was then. I checked my calendar. That day. In autumn.”

	I raise a hand for her to stop before killing the engine of my truck.

	“Dylan, it’s been a long December. Autumn feels like ages ago. Like a year has pass—”

	“I heard you the first time, Heather.” I rest my hand on the steering wheel, focused on the smoke trailing off my cigarette. “I heard you and I’m pissed. What took you so long to tell me?” I turn to her. “And how could you tell Lona before me? What the fuck?” I smack the dash. “What were you thinking?”

	“Don’t yell.” A tear rolls down her cheek. She wipes it away then splays her fingers. The heart ring that I got her for Christmas flashes in the streetlight. “We have until the second week in February.” She twists it as if she’s trying to take it off. “Around Valentine’s Day.”

	“Get out.”

	“What?” She gives me the saddest look.

	“I’m late. I gotta go.” I puff on the cigarette, keeping it pressed between my lips so she can’t kiss me.

	 “Since when are you such an ass?” She gets out and slams the door with all her might like our relationship is over for good.

	 

	~

	 

	Autumn was an event. An experience inspired by emotions. If the season had a gender, she’d be a woman—beauty contained in a blink of sunlight, fading over time into vehement darkness. She was love and danger rolled into one. A fear meant to keep me alive, the feeling unlikely to thaw before spring.

	It was an autumn night when Heather mentioned the maple tree, diseased after a dry and hot summer. She picked up a wilted leaf spotted brown, twirling it by its stalk between two fingers, upset the tree would have to be cut down. A tang of smoke that arrived with the season shadowed her through the yard while she raked the dead away. Oranges, gold, and reds stippled the lawn like the freckles of the girl between life and death, and in a moment of sensory overload, I told Heather that I loved her, something I hadn’t said enough.

	“I know you do,” she replied.

	I sent her a wink, and she knew I wanted more. She dropped the rake, and I immediately gave Jake the keys to my truck to haul the bags of leaves away, getting rid of him so we could go inside and fuck.

	The memories flood back, and I get it. It all makes sense. With a mix of mystery, radiance, and slumbering moods, Autumn was a representation of Heather. Autumn Black—she gave a face to that one significant evening. Powerful. Beautiful. Sobering. I might even say Autumn was an escape from the truth while I was out cold. But she’s gone. It’s December. And we’re here.

	I tell Sean and Jake to stay in the truck when we pull up to the Andersons’ home. Heather is sitting on the front steps, her face hidden behind puffs of clouds from her breath. The Lexus Lona bought for Joel this Christmas is in the driveway, outshining my gift a hundred times over.

	I know her parents hate me because I don’t have much to offer—not wealth. I have no financial stability. I can’t buy Heather a Lexus or a fancy house like theirs. I’m not cultured either. Even Lona’s dogs, Nick and Trevor, are clearly of well-bred stock compared to me. Obedient and loyal, I swear they’d maul my neck if given the go-ahead by Lona.

	I have nothing. And in their eyes, I’ll never be good enough for their daughter.

	When I get out of the truck and head up the driveway, I start to fall apart. I want to take Heather in my arms and apologize, but after scrolling through our texts, I realize that I can’t. I did this. I left her behind, broken in autumn’s wake.
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The suicide note I couldn’t get my hands on was Heather’s text messages, haunting my thoughts while my brain froze in the river.

	She’s either gonna hang us or shoot us!

	Heather never hanged herself, she wouldn’t, and I wasn’t shot, Ed was. My mind was scrambled.

	No more sticks!

	Not Jake’s hockey stick. Pregnancy sticks.

	It’s over!

	That final line resounded. Heather was fuming because I was a dick. I blew it. Fear and anxiety caused me to bolt, and I hurt the woman that I love. It was the wrong response. An apology isn’t going to cut it this time. I may have to get on my knees and beg for forgiveness. Not once, but for days. Maybe weeks. My focus should’ve been on her, not her mom or the party. I’m an idiot. Seriously. I acted like this is a problem when it’s not. We can handle a kid. Years from now, after she’s finished with school and we’re married would’ve been better, but this is doable.

	And setting Valentine’s Day as a cutoff date was panic on her part. Heather won’t opt for an abortion. I know her views on that. She threw it in there to get a reaction. Lona might insist, but that woman doesn’t get a say in this situation, not when it’s about my kid. I’ll get a second job. Or a better job so Heather can finish school. The future isn’t bleak and hopeless like it was when I was in a dead faint under the ice.

	My thoughts stop racing, and I stop for a moment. My confidence and excitement quickly fade when I see the profound sadness that dominates Heather’s features. I want to tell her everything’s going to be okay, but I should’ve said that earlier. And I didn’t.

	Ten feet away, red and green stars from her mom’s laser projector float across her pale face.

	At five feet, I’m relieved when she notices the blaze of hurt in my eyes and doesn’t tell me to fuck off.

	Standing before her, I hold steady and wait.

	“I screwed up, baby,” I whisper.

	She covers her face with her hands to hide her tears, not knowing mine fall because I’m thankful I’m no longer left with only memories of the woman I want to marry. She’s right here. And she’s alive.

	“Heather … I’ve made the worst mistake of my life. I shouldn’t have left you.” I look down at my boots and bite my bottom lip, drowning in emotions. “I had a dream you were gone … it’s something I never want to relive again. I swear, you’re everything to me. Everything.”

	I know these words don’t miraculously change the situation. But it’s a start—a first step at letting her know that the one thing I can offer her is my heart.

	The laser light shimmers onto the maple tree’s branches, outstretched overhead like open arms anticipating an embrace. Heather lowers her hands and looks up at me. I absorb what I can from her hollow-eyed face. There’s an unfocused quiet. It’s the first time neither of us runs our mouths while we’re upset, the first time I imagine myself in her shoes and how scared she must be … the first time the entire world is silent.

	I stare at her for a long time before she holds out a hand. She knows me better now than ever. She knows I sunk to a new low tonight, and she’s allowing me back in anyway.

	I go to her without hesitation, and aside from her dishing out a short headshake over my wound, she doesn’t ask about the blood or why I’m wet and shivering. She is a Northland girl, after all, she’s used to it. But with a reluctant smile, she does squeeze my hand, and I smile and squeeze hers back, looking down at the heart ring that I bought her for Christmas, and the “D” tattoo at the base of her pinkie finger.

	LOVE DYLAN

	“I hope you do,” I whisper. “I hope you love me. And I hope you know how sorry I am and how much I love you.”

	She doesn’t speak, and for a moment, I wonder again if I’m dead and this is the afterlife. But my mind shies away from that, cringing at the thought.

	“It was a big night,” I continue, “and I ditched out on you. So I don’t expect you to say you love me back.” She reacts with a slow nod. “But I promise it’ll never happen again.” This time she looks me straight in the eye. “I mean it, Heather. I’m terrified of losing you.”

	Her silence is the best punishment. And promising. She’s holding my hand and she’s thinking. This is perfect. There’ll be plenty of time later to yell, cry, and make up. For now, I’m content when I feel her heartbeats sync with mine, a reminder that we’re alive, breathing the same air in the same place.

	She rests her head on my shoulder, and the sweet smell of strawberry lip balm drifts over me. My favorite sedative—Heather is the most precious treasure to hold after being rescued from certain death.

	“Thank you,” I whisper, kissing the top of her head. “I love you so much, baby.”

	A grin stretches across my face. I think it’s fair to say that this is the ideal ending to a winter’s night divided. No reason to question it. Better Ed than us.

	We’re alive.

	He’s dead.

	“I wonder…” I start to say. “What if…” I continue aloud, but decide to stop. Questioning anything at this point may become more painful.

	Or worse.

	 

	My thoughts might change reality.

	 


 

	* * * * *
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	one

	 

	Five, four, three, two, one.

	One.

	The quiet afternoon reminds me that I’m the only Whitfield who remains at Sparrow Lodge. Five of us once called this our home—our wonderland nestled amongst the trees—but four of the sunny voices are gone, leaving me to carry on the family business alone. Days have become years. Years will become a lifetime.

	I can’t say the lodge is the bane of my existence. If anything, it’s a comfort knowing I was born here and will likely die on these grounds. With no plans to leave, I’m not like most women in this small town, the ones who have dreams of marrying into wealth and raising a family in a stately mansion. Or the ones who have their hearts set on some fast-paced urban scene, swallowed by steel high-rises and congested city streets, bright lights and noise. Designer fashion and the bar scene just aren’t my thing. Kids and I don’t click. I’m happy living in a rural community under the majestic red pines with my dog, my hiking boots, and peaceful afternoons to myself.

	“Ollie.” I whistle. “Here, buddy.”

	I place my razor on the edge of the tub and lean back in a thick layer of suds, waving a mountain of bubbles over my growing belly fat. At twenty-seven, I’m not as slender as I was a decade ago. Soon my stomach will protrude beyond my average-sized breasts. And if, God forbid, my hips widen past my shoulders, I’ll end up looking like a pear—a pear-shaped woman with ivory skin and a potbelly, aka Salem Whitfield, the witchpig.

	Witch was the name my high school classmates pestered me with, for obvious reasons: hair the color of coal and the name Salem. I can’t blame them. Every kid gets a nickname. Except in small towns they seem to stick forever, and gaining weight will only incite the locals to tack the word pig on the end of witch. It’s time to tackle the extra padding before that happens. Time to exercise. Time to eat right. Time to be more ambitious.

	“Hey, Ollie,” I call. “Come hang out with me.”

	Paws thump against the hardwood floor in the hallway. The door opens a crack, and the snuffling nose of my eight-year-old Corgi, Ollie-Oops, pops in.

	“Hi.”

	He sticks his entire head inside and flashes a dopey smile.

	“Come on in, all the way.”

	His chubby chest nudges the door open enough to squeeze inside. He waddles over, tail wagging, cute as can be. He drops his rump on the bathmat and rests his chin on the edge of the tub.

	“We should go for a jog before guests arrive.” I pet his head. “It’d be nice to get out of the lodge today, doncha think?”

	His ears perk up. He tilts his head toward the hallway, tail picking up speed. A noise. Footsteps. The vintage, bronze bell on the reception desk in the lobby dings. Ollie goes into greeter mode, heading for the sound as fast as his stumpy legs can carry him.

	“Ollie, stay.” He makes it just outside the bathroom door, turning to me, then to the lobby. “Check-in isn’t until four!” I shout. He ignores my request and inches forward. “Stay put or no table scraps tonight.”

	Ding-ding.

	“We don’t open until four!” I shout again. “Ollie, wait.” He darts for the dinging bell, always full of pep when guests arrive. The sound transforms him into a pup, convinced he’s due for an excessive amount of pets.

	Ding.

	It’s odd the front door didn’t chime, only the bell on the desk.

	Ding.

	“All right already. I’m coming!”

	Water splashes over the side of the tub as I step out and put on my black satin robe. It’s unlike me to leave the lodge unlocked during the day. My only free time is from eleven to four. In fact, the door is always locked unless a guest requests it be left open. And that’s rare. People don’t come to Tilford Lake to sit inside the lodge.

	I pat my bangs into place and gather my hair into a ponytail. Wet ends soak through the back of my robe. Good enough, out of time. Drumming fingernails on the reception desk are an impatient plea for me to get my ass in gear.

	“Coming, I said!”

	I hurry down the hall in bare feet, holding the neck of my robe tight, stopping short when I reach the doorway to the lobby.

	My God are the first words that come to mind. Tall, masculine, handsome, are three more.

	Windblown hair—the same color as the espresso-stained logs on the exterior of the lodge—curls over the tips of his ears. With a strong jawline, square chin, and a Greek nose, this guy is a rarity in these parts. All man, no boy. And he smells great, a warm mix of cinnamon and vanilla. It was worth getting out of the tub for him.

	“H–hello.” I breathe.

	He looks up with sharp blue eyes. “Too early to check in?” His deep voice echoes through the two-story space, bouncing off the wooden beams and back down. So heavy, I feel like I can catch it.

	“Uh…” I glance at the beads of bath water dripping down my legs, visibly vulnerable. “Sorry, can you come back? We don’t open till four.”

	“Four?” He checks the time on his cell.

	Behind him, a second man sits in one of the leather armchairs next to the fieldstone fireplace, his legs crossed, face hidden behind a newspaper. I stand straight when I notice there’re two of them.

	“This the only hotel in town?” asks the man at the desk.

	“Yes. And it’s a lodge, not a hotel.”

	Ollie growls. Either set off by the guy’s deep voice or upset the men haven’t made a fuss over him.

	“Hotel, lodge, doesn’t matter, just give me a room.” His fingers drum the desk.

	My stomach clenches with apprehension, but I can’t growl at the guy like Ollie. For now, I hold the neck of my robe tighter.

	Good looks no longer matter. He’s much bigger than me. With his wool coat unbuttoned, I can see the definition of his chest muscles pressed against his black shirt. If he wants to rob the place, or worse, I don’t stand a chance.

	Not a chance.

	“Nate, stop playing games with her and get down to business.” The man in the chair sets the paper down and scratches his scraggly beard. He owns a rounder, more boyish face, burdened with chapped lips and pockmarked cheeks. “Forget Nate’s behavior. He always acts like a brute around beautiful women.” The man stands and unzips his Carhartt coat. He’s a shorty, my height, about five-eight.

	“Talking about yourself again?” Nate asks. He looks to the side and then back. “Can we check in early?”

	“We’ve got reservations,” the bearded one says.

	I cross my arms. “I don’t have reservations tonight for two men.”

	“And we could use some food,” Nate says.

	“I said this is a lodge, not a hotel. I don’t serve food here. And I don’t have reservations for two men.”

	The guy next to the chair narrows his eyes and walks over to the desk, leaving a trail of snow on my braided, pinecone print rug.

	“Oh, um … there’s a diner a mile west of here.” I thumb toward the road, but they don’t take the hint to leave. My stomach twists when I notice the front door is locked. “How’d you two get in here?” Ollie looks up, detecting a quiver in my voice.

	“My reservation is under Jim Gaines. Jim. Gaines,” he says, stroking his beard. “Nate forgot to make his.”

	“Sorry, I don’t have any rooms available.” My pounding heart drowns out the sound of my voice.

	“You can’t be booked in March, not in this small town. I’m sure you’ve got an extra bed.” Jim casts an eye on my private quarters and scans the balcony. “If not, Nate can sleep on the floor by the fireplace.”

	“Screw that. You can sleep on the floor.” Nate’s fingers drum faster.

	“I asked how you guys got in here.” My voice is hot. I point at the deadbolt. “That’s locked, and I didn’t hear the chime.”

	“There’s always a back door,” Nate says.

	Jim finger-combs his greasy black hair to the side, a faint sneer of satisfaction on his face. “Every business has a back door.”

	“Bullshit.” I pick up the desk phone and dial 9-1-1. “Ollie, get in the back!”

	“Hold up.” Jim grabs the phone and twists it out of my hand. “There’s no need for that.”

	Flight kicks in. I scoop Ollie into my arms and run to my private quarters, back to the bathroom, locking the door behind us. “Go away!” Hefty boots thud down the hall. “My husband will be home any minute. He’ll shoot you!” I put Ollie down and look for my cell—it’s in the bedroom. “I’m calling 9-1-1!” My hands shake as I shout lies.

	“Don’t be afraid. We brought you something.”

	A leather cord worms under the door.

	“What the hell is that?” I step back. “What are you doing? Go away and leave me alone!” The cord and the creepiness of the two men have me in absolute panic. “Get out of here!” I bang the door. “Get out. Get out!”

	The cord writhes closer. It’s released and their shadows dissolve.

	I hear the front door chime.

	Then. Nothing.

	My ears ring from the dead silence. No footsteps, no breathing, no words or movement. I stand perfectly still. Five minutes pass, listening, waiting, too scared to move. I finally realize they could’ve given the door a swift kick if they wanted to get me.

	“I think we’re safe, Olls.” He pokes his head out from the side of the toilet and struts to my side, pretending he wasn’t one bit frightened of the beastly men. “Nice try,” I tell him, snagging the leather cord with my big toe. I slide it closer to discover a brass key attached to the other end. The head is in the shape of a heart with a sparrow soaring across the middle. The same image that’s on the vintage ’60s sign in the parking lot, the logo my grandparents used for their dream business: Sparrow Lodge.

	My knees buckle. I know the key well. I have one just like it with my initials SW engraved on the sparrow’s back. My brothers and I all had one when we were kids. It unlocks the back door to the lodge, the escape hatch. A hidden door that we used so the front door chime wouldn’t carol each time we ran outside to play. This key is one of ours, one of three.

	I pick it up and examine the sparrow. My breath stalls when I see the initials EW on its back. I slide my finger over the engraved letters, needing to feel that they’re real.

	“Eli,” I whisper.
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me. Come over. I'll show

uN






images/00008.gif
Northland 4G 8:54 PM 82 (m-)

sage Dylan Marz... ct

You sure?

WTF? Am | sure? Yeah, Dylan.
I'm pregnant. That's not the
reaction | was hoping for.

You pushed me away. It was a
blow to the heart!

No, YOU dealt a blow telling

Lona before me. I'm crushed!

That's not the same. You were
cold. o cold. How could you?

I'm pissed! What am | to you?
Seriously, Heather.

We worked that night. |

remember, You 100% sure?
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{ Messages Dylan Marzley ~ Contact
It'll be better if we wait.
I know. | didn't say we had

2fck. | just want 2 look at
your face while we talk.

Hmm...
Good boy. 9PM. My loft.

814 Main. Call and I'll buzz
you in.

Bring butter.

No, babe. A stick of
butter. Don't be late. &

Send
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Dylan Marz...

You remember? Really? We
made Twig finish the work so
we could fuck. Twig did it.
What the hell happened to
you? Where's your head at?

We were careful. What now?
You gonna talk more to Lona?
Doesn't seem like you need

me when you run to her first.,

You left for that stupid party!
mean nothing to you. Nothing!

| gotta be there!

Screw you. My mom too. |
tried to talk to her, but she's
not having any of it. She said
she's either gonna hang us or
shoot ust





