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            “Are you sure about this guy?”

            
            “When can we ever be sure about someone? Especially a guy?”
            

            
            “I don’t know. It’s just . . . it’s that feeling. Do you find yourself thinking about him all the time? Do you go a little weak at the knees when he’s around?”
            

            
            “You’re kidding me, right?”

            
            “No, I—”

            
            “You’ve been watching too much 90210.”
            

            
            Carly laughed and held up one hand. You got me there.

            
            “I don’t know what to tell you. I like the way he dresses. I like the way he smells. And he rides a motorcycle.”

            
            “A motorcycle. Right. Okay, but does he come from a decent family? Does he have a good job? Has he ever been to prison?”

            
            “Jesus, Carly. I’m not looking for the father of my children. I just want to have some fun.”

            
            June 8, 2001. A perfect Friday morning. Ninety degrees and still climbing, the kind of day that Dana’s Irish father would call “cruel warm.” The sunshine was everywhere. It splashed across the rooftops and storefronts and coated the ground with a dense, airless heat. Coolly clad pedestrians dotted Main Street. The patios outside the bars and restaurants were filled with people enjoying cold summer drinks, fanning themselves with menus. Air conditioners worked hard and dripped. 

            
            “You never know,” Dana said, with a shimmer in her eyes that was both naughty and nice. “This could be the summer of love.”

            
            “And you say I’ve been watching too much 90210.”
            

            
            They drove along Main Street, every window rolled down, the radio tuned to 95.5 WPLJ. “Follow Me” by Uncle Kracker boomed
               from the speakers. Dana’s Chevy Corsica was not up to much. Its dashboard was cracked, the air-con didn’t blow cold, and the
               shocks needed replacing. There was nothing wrong with the stereo system, though. Dana’s older brother, Michael, had bought
               it hot and installed it for the low-low price of twenty dollars. The subwoofer on the back shelf turned the car into a rolling
               earthquake. It was—to quote Conor, Dana’s younger brother—da bomb.
            

            
            “Just be careful,” Carly said. She lifted her sunglasses to wipe sweat from beneath her eyes, then waved to someone in the
               street. Avon Hill’s population was steadily increasing—mostly New Yorkers discovering its natural beauty, low real estate
               prices, and commutability—but it was still small enough to see a familiar face on nearly every corner. A red, white, and blue
               banner over Main Street lauded the city’s “renowned neighborliness” and “village vibes.” The higher-than-average crime rate
               was not so colorfully communicated.
            

            
            “Being careful is overrated,” Dana said. As if to prove this, she changed lanes without checking her mirrors or using her
               turn signals. “Everything is more fun when you test your boundaries.”
            

            
            Carly had become used to this way of thinking. It had been Dana’s idea, at age fourteen, to steal two bottles of Old Milwaukee
               from her old man’s beer fridge and drink them beneath the Route 19 overpass. Later that year, Dana had purloined a joint from
               her brother’s underwear drawer, which she and Carly had half smoked, spluttering and wheezing, on their walk home from school.
               It had been Dana’s idea to kiss each other on the lips just to see if they were any good at it. She’d also suggested R-rated
               movies, riding in cars with boys, a Ouija-board sleepover, and a blood-sisters ceremony. (Carly had diplomatically declined
               on that occasion, arguing that swapping friendship bracelets was ceremony enough.)
            

            
            They turned right on Oak Street and drove past the Grapevine Bar, where Dana’s old man did most of his drinking, and Mount Moriah Baptist Church, where Carly’s parents did most of their praying. Dana drummed the wheel in time with Uncle Kracker. Carly sang the choruses, one bare foot drawn up onto the seat. Oak Street moved at an easy pace. Nobody was in a hurry. The heat—and the fact that it was Friday—had slowed everything down: Island time in the heart of New
               Jersey.
            

            
            “You nervous?” Dana asked, cutting the radio’s volume as the music gave way to commercials.

            
            “Kinda,” Carly said.

            
            “Kinda?”

            
            Carly poked a small blemish on her knee. “I just don’t want my parents to find out. They still haven’t forgiven me for that
               whole Ouija board thing, and that was three years ago.”
            

            
            “It’s simple, Car. You don’t tell them.” Dana stopped at a red and peeled flyaway hair from the lenses of her sunglasses.
               “Parents don’t need to know everything.”
            

            
            “Yeah, I get it.”

            
            “Just put it somewhere only you and future lovers will see it,” Dana said, and smiled impishly. “Keep it secret.”

            
            The light turned green. Dana pulled away, accelerating to the next intersection, where she stopped for another red. There
               was an arrest in progress on the northeast corner. A guy in a dirty white vest and baggy jeans lay belly-down on the sidewalk,
               his wrists cuffed. One Avon Hill police officer had a bootheel pressed to the side of his head, keeping him from squirming.
               The other cop spoke into his radio. Across the street, a homeless woman twirled through the sprinkler spray on the lawn outside
               Hazel Brothers Realty.
            

            
            The traffic got moving again. Dana turned the radio back up. The commercials had ended, and “Survivor” by Destiny’s Child
               rocked the airwaves. Dana and Carly bumped fists—this was their favorite song, definitely da bomb—and sang along.
            

            
            They were on their way to get near-matching tattoos.

            
            Dana’s idea.
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            They were twenty years old, an intermediate age—too old to still be living at home (both women vehemently agreed on this)
               but too young to drink in bars. They’d talked about renting an apartment together; they could get something nice if they pooled
               their resources. They’d talked about taking a year and traveling across Europe. And then there was college. Montclair State
               and Seton Hall were on Carly’s radar. She’d harbored aspirations of being a journalist since she was ten years old, and both
               had excellent English programs. Her parents applied significant pressure. They offered to pay Carly’s tuition, even though
               they couldn’t afford it (her father worked at the GM plant in Linden, her mother cleaned rich peoples’ houses). Carly was
               content to accept some help but would not have them struggle. “This is why God invented student loans,” she told them.
            

            
            Dana’s college plans were more nebulous. She’d researched schools close to home, but her career goals were in flux. Over the
               last four years, she’d wanted to be a teacher, a children’s author, a TV host, a realtor, a veterinarian, and a web designer.
               More recently, Dana had toyed with the idea of being a firefighter—no bachelor’s degree necessary, only a high school diploma
               (which she had) and a fire academy graduation (which she’d ace). She currently waited tables at the Big Soup on Main Street.
               Her hourly wage wasn’t great but the tips were excellent. Gotta love those wealthy New Yorkers.
            

            
            This wayward approach to her future was far from ideal. Even Dana’s father had mentioned this, in one of his rare moments
               of being a father. “You need to zero in on something and give it all you’ve got,” he’d said to her, sitting at the kitchen table with a cigarette in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. Frankie Lee was that Irish American, New Jersey cliché, and Dana didn’t know whether to love or hate him for it. “You’ve got the smarts, kiddo. You’ve got the grit. The only thing you’re lacking is focus.” Dana had inhaled his secondhand smoke and promised to try, and for the thousandth time that week wondered how much easier life would be if her mother was still alive. She’d been killed in a car accident when Dana was seven, leaving Frankie holding the ball. Three young children plus one emotionally absent parent was not a promising equation. Frankie worked at the waste management facility and picked up extra hours washing dishes at Barnaby’s Steakhouse. His free time was spent at the Grapevine or drinking beer at the kitchen table, usually while watching wrestling on TV. Dana sometimes heard him crying in the bathroom. 

            
            In situations like these, the parents of a best friend occasionally adopt a semisurrogate role, inviting the less-advantaged
               child over for dinner, taking them on day trips to the beach or the zoo, even offering career advice. This was not the case
               for Dana. Carly’s mom and dad were not without sympathy, but they weren’t members of the Dana Lee fan club, either. They clung
               to the hope that she and their daughter would eventually drift apart. This didn’t happen. Dana and Carly had several spectacular
               arguments over the years, but they always reconciled. They shared a deep, almost sisterly love, like Thelma and Louise, or
               Rachel and Monica. Mr. Villanueva, their old homeroom teacher, called them Avon Hill’s answer to Lucy and Ethel—whatever that meant.
            

            
            They had known each other since kindergarten age. They’d attended different elementary and middle schools, but it was a small
               enough community that there was some crossover in their friend groups, and they’d see each other at birthday parties, baseball
               games, and soccer practices. It wasn’t until high school that they became friends—specifically, the Incident at Orangewood
               Lake.
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            It was mid-September but still hot—that summer had been a burner—and Carly, fourteen, a freshman, was at the lake with the
               older girls. Kelly Zepeda, Zoe Woods, and Lauren Yorke were seniors. Kelly was the most popular girl in school. She drove
               a new Grand Am, had her navel pierced, and was rumored to be related to John Travolta. It was early evening. The sinking sun
               had painted the clouds a sugary shade of pink. Except for a few boats way out, the lake was quiet.
            

            
            “Water’s still warm,” Zoe had said. “Anybody want to go skinny-dipping?”

            
            Carly had laughed at this outlandish suggestion, then noticed Kelly and Lauren exchanging serious looks and nodding. Kelly
               took a long drag on her cigarette and flicked the smoldering butt into the water.
            

            
            “Hell yeah,” she said. “Let’s do it.”

            
            “Wait.” Carly shuffled her feet, caught between feeling nervous and not wanting to appear uncool. It was an extremely thin
               line. “Are you serious?”
            

            
            “As a heart attack,” Zoe said.

            
            Lauren mimicked having a heart attack, both hands clutched to her chest, her tongue lolling. Kelly and Zoe thought this was
               hilarious. They laughed a little too hard, then Kelly raised her painted eyebrows at Carly and said, “You first.”
            

            
            “No way,” Carly said, shaking her head. “Nuh-uh. Wasn’t my idea. Zoe should go first.”

            
            Kelly, Zoe, and Lauren looked at each other, the late sun reflected in their eyes. They didn’t notice the girl with the distinct
               red streak in her hair emerge from between the pines and take a seat on a nearby rock.
            

            
            “You want to hang with us, you have to go in first.” Kelly folded her arms and angled her head. This clearly wasn’t open to negotiation. “Think of it as a rite
               of passage.”
            

            
            “An initiation ritual,” Lauren said.

            
            “We’ve all done it,” Zoe added.

            
            “Yeah, right,” Carly said. Her heart had started to thump in time with her jangly nerves. She looked at the still, dark water,
               wondering if her high school survival hinged on whatever she did in the next two minutes. “Get with the cool kids,” her cousin,
               Nadine, had advised her, and here she was, week two, hanging with the coolest kids around. If she stumbled at the first hurdle,
               if she displayed even a shred of uncool, the rest of her freshman year could be very uncomfortable.
            

            
            “What are you waiting for?” Kelly asked. Her arms were still folded.

            
            Carly pressed her lips together. How hard could it be to strip off her clothes and jump into the water? A part of her even wanted to do it. She giggled nervously, started to take off her T-shirt, then pulled it back down.
            

            
            “I don’t know about this,” she said.

            
            “We’ll be right behind you,” Lauren said.

            
            Carly took a deep breath and looked at the water again. It spangled with piercing points of light. She was about to take off
               her T-shirt when a voice called out from behind:
            

            
            “Don’t do it.”

            
            The four girls turned to see a fifth girl sitting on a rock high up on the bank. They all recognized her: Dana Lee—Michael
               Lee’s kid sister. (Michael was the same age as the older girls but spent most of his school life sitting outside the principal’s
               office.) Dana wore grubby white Chucks and black jeans with holes in the knees. The streak in her hair shone in the deep light.
            

            
            “Oh God,” Lauren said, and pointed a finger at her open mouth: I’m gonna puke!

            
            Dana smiled. She picked up a small rock and hurled it over the girls’ heads, into the water. It was nowhere near them, but
               they flinched anyway.
            

            
            “I mean, go in if you want,” she said, looking at Carly. “But the moment you do, they’re going to take your clothes”—she signaled at the other girls—“and
               run away, leaving you bare-ass-naked and alone.”
            

            
            “Is that true?” Carly asked. She looked at each of the girls in turn. They rolled their eyes, smirked, shook their heads.
               They didn’t say anything, but they didn’t have to. Carly sighed through her quavering mouth and took a step away from them.
               How could she have been so naive?
            

            
            A silence descended on the group, broken when a heron took flight from a nearby bank, clumsily dragging its legs through the
               water. Kelly unfolded her arms, placed them on her hips, and shot daggers at Dana.
            

            
            “You’re a fucking loser,” she snapped. “Just like your loser brother.”

            
            “Yeah,” Zoe agreed, thrusting out her chin. “Is it true you got that streak in your hair because your dad and mom are brother
               and sister?”
            

            
            The older girls laughed. Carly didn’t laugh. She took another step back, wondering how she could have mistaken ugliness for cool. It was another extremely thin line. She looked at Dana, who picked up a second rock and fired it into the water. This was a little closer to the tops of the girls’ heads. They flinched again. 

            
            “Fucking loser,” Kelly reiterated. The skin above her low-cut neckline had turned blotchy. She wouldn’t like it very much if she saw it
               in the mirror, Carly thought. Lauren made an uppercase L with her thumb and forefinger and fixed it to the middle of her forehead. Dana didn’t react. Or maybe she did; she selected
               another rock and bounced it up and down in her palm like a baseball.
            

            
            “Let’s get out of here,” Zoe said.

            
            “Yeah,” Kelly agreed. She pressed her tongue into the side of her cheek, then looked at Carly. “You coming?”

            
            Carly stood with her shoulders slumped, feeling a three-way mix of disappointment, humiliation, and anger. She wanted to tell
               these oh-so-cool girls to go fuck themselves—to really spit the words out, like a cobra spitting venom. But such an audacious put-down would only result in her freshman year going from
               miserable (which it surely would be now) to unbearable, so she simply shook her head and said, “No.”
            

            
            “Please yourself,” Kelly said. She looked from Carly to Dana and sneered. “Stay here with your loser friend.”

            
            The older girls walked away, stepping carefully across the shale until they were on firmer ground. Dana gave them a little
               wave. Lauren worked an invisible crank with one hand while slowly extending her middle finger with the other. Soon they were
               gone, with only the smell of their CK One hanging in the air.
            

            
            Dana hopped off the rock and made her way down the bank to Carly, who’d backstepped almost to the water’s edge. The engine
               sound of a faraway speedboat reached them. Birds sang in the pines, their voices varied and beautiful.
            

            
            “Thanks,” Carly said, offering an abashed smile.

            
            “It’s all good,” Dana said. She still held the rock in her hand, but reached back with her arm and threw it as far as she could, like an outfielder throwing to home plate. It went a long way and hit the water with a small splash. “You’re Carly, right?” 

            
            “Yeah, and you’re Dana.”

            
            They shared a quiet moment, acknowledging that, beyond names, they didn’t know much about each other. There was a sense that
               was about to change, though.
            

            
            “How are you enjoying high school?” Dana asked.

            
            “It blows.” Carly shrugged. There wasn’t much more to say.

            
            “Yeah, it does, but we’ll survive.” Dana flicked grit off her palm and surveyed the glittering water. “My strategy is to take
               no shit and make the most of every situation.”
            

            
            “It’s a good strategy.”

            
            “I think so, too.”

            
            “I might try it myself.”

            
            “You should.”

            
            They looked at each other. Their smiles were similarly shaped. In perfect sync, they blossomed into identical grins. They
               would remember this in later years as the moment when something clicked between them: a vibrant, nameless energy. It lasted
               only a few seconds—a small yet fathomless thing—then Dana took a deep breath and pulled off her T-shirt.
            

            
            “Fuck it,” she said. “I’m going in.”

            
            Carly’s mouth dropped open, watching as Dana kicked off her Chucks, peeled off her socks, and slipped out of her jeans. She
               stood in her underwear for a couple of seconds—Carly saw the hesitation both enter and exit her face—then took these off,
               too.
            

            
            “You coming?” she said, looking at Carly with a charged expression.

            
            Carly felt none of the trepidation she had when Kelly asked her the same question only moments before. A bubble of excitement
               rose inside her and popped brightly, taking her breath away. She shook her head, but her eyes sparkled with delight—the expression
               of someone who was watching a roller coaster they were about to ride. Dana laughed at her reaction and ran into the lake squealing.
            

            
            The water was shallow for the first twenty feet or so, barely reaching Dana’s knees, then the bottom dropped away and she sank to her shoulders. She swam a short distance, dived gracefully, and came up for air seconds later. Carly watched from the shore. She caught her breath and called out, her voice carried on a wave of delighted laughter: 

            
            “You’re crazy.”

            
            “Life is for living.”

            
            “How’s the water?”

            
            “Warm.”

            
            Carly nodded. She danced on the spot for a second or two and looked around. The nearest boat was a mile away. There was nobody
               along the banks, no anglers on either of the nearby docks. Other than the birds in the trees and the frogs in the bulrushes,
               they were alone.
            

            
            “Come on,” Dana shouted.
            

            
            A nervous thrill rolled through Carly, not dissimilar to the jangly energy she’d felt with the older girls, but not quite
               the same. It was softer, smoother, like something that had emerged from her soul, rather than something that was trying to
               force its way inside.
            

            
            “This is wild,” she said to herself. She took off her clothes but stopped at her underwear (just in case the baby Jesus was
               watching), hoping Dana wouldn’t pressure her into going completely naked. She didn’t, and Carly felt an instant rush of affection
               toward her.
            

            
            Dana dived again. Her legs emerged briefly, glistening in the early evening light, then disappeared beneath the surface. Carly
               waded toward her. She’d reached the point where the bottom fell away by the time Dana came up for air. The girls swam toward
               each other and joined hands.
            

            
            “I touched the bottom,” Dana gasped. “It’s slimy.”
            

            
            Carly flared her eyes and giggled. She felt entirely alive. Still holding hands, she and Dana dived together and tried to
               reach the bottom. Carly ran out of breath and broke for the surface. Dana stayed under for ten more seconds and came up holding
               a beer bottle filled with silt and pebbles. It was dull green, either with algae or by design.
            

            
            “Treasure,” she said.

            
            “Eww, gross!”
            

            
            “I bet my dad threw this in here.” Dana snickered, enchanted by this implausible notion. She poured the bottle’s contents out and tossed it farther across the lake. It floated for several seconds before sinking once again, possibly until the end of time. 

            
            The girls splashed around for the next fifteen minutes. They dunked each other, dived for more treasure (came up empty), and
               played three rounds of Marco Polo. Tired but elated, they swam back to shore, where they recovered their clothes and used
               them to partially dry their wet bodies. They dressed quickly—everything damp—and sat on the bank with their knees drawn to
               their chests. The evening breeze felt good.
            

            
            “That was fun,” Dana said.

            
            “Yeah.” Carly was still grinning.

            
            “Tomorrow we’ll steal my dad’s car and go cruising for boys.”

            
            “Sounds like a plan.”

            
            They bumped shoulders and laughed. Birds recited their end-of-day songs, and the crickets harmonized. The girls sat listening
               for a moment. The evening had not played out the way Carly had thought it would. She’d hoped to make ground with the cool
               kids but had made a new friend instead. That was okay. Better than okay, in fact, because being cool didn’t count for much if it was built on a foundation of meanness. And when it came
               to high school kids, this was usually the case.
            

            
            “This is my favorite time of day, when there’s still enough light to see and the sky is so pretty.” Dana inhaled. Her face
               shone. “It’s my favorite place, too. I come out here a lot in the summer, just to get out of the house, find some peace.”
               She glanced at Carly and elaborated: “I have two brothers. Things can get . . . loud.”
            

            
            Carly nodded as if she understood, but she didn’t. She was an only child. Her house was quiet and uneventful. She rarely saw
               her dad—he worked shifts at the auto plant. On the evenings he was home, they’d rent a movie from Blockbuster and buy a big
               bag of popcorn each. Her mom spent most of her time listening to Motown CDs and watching reruns of old shows on TBS.
            

            
            “You can come to my house anytime,” Carly said, realizing as she said this that she’d like it very much. “No siblings. Just an old dog, Flintstone, but he’s a sweetheart.” 

            
            “Flintstone? That’s cute.”

            
            “We used to have a cat called Rubble. They were the best of friends.”

            
            Dana made an adoring face, then nodded. “Okay. I work Mondays at the Pitch ’N Putt, but maybe Tuesday after school? We can
               walk home together.”
            

            
            Carly held up her hand. Dana laid five on it, and that sealed the deal. They looked at the far side of the lake, where headlights
               chased each other along County Route 558, the main road into town. It was getting late. Carly sighed happily and glanced at
               Dana, who looked especially beautiful in profile. The stripe in her hair was as bright as a new penny. It grew from her crown
               and spilled onto her left shoulder. Dana would later learn that this was a condition known as scalp hair heterochromia. Some
               individuals had different-colored eyes. Rarer still, some had different-colored hair, often a pigmentary disorder. Dana’s
               hair was dark brown, almost black, except for that one wild streak. A lot of kids teased her, but Carly had a feeling there
               would come a time when that gorgeous natural highlight would stop people in their tracks.
            

            
            “I like that streak in your hair,” she said, then bit her lip. The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them.
               She hoped Dana didn’t think she was mocking her or being sarcastic in any way.
            

            
            Dana ran her fingers through her damp hair, separating the streak purely by feel, accenting it—something she’d clearly done
               a thousand times. She wasn’t at all self-conscious about it. Carly would later conclude that this was the true definition
               of cool: being comfortable in oneself and not caring what other people thought.
            

            
            “Thanks. I like it, too.” Dana gave Carly a beaming smile. “My dad calls it my racing stripe.”

            
            A long moment passed. Neither girl spoke. They sat shoulder to shoulder listening to the crickets and the birds.

            
            The sunlight on the water turned from cotton candy to rust.
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            Dana had bought the Chevy Corsica earlier that year—a twentieth birthday present to herself. It was seven years old and had
               164,000 miles on the clock. “It’s what we in the business call a cream puff: in beautiful condition for its age,” the salesman had told her, running his hand over the Corsica’s front fender. “Best
               of all, it’s Jersey-made.” Dana didn’t think it looked like a cream puff. There was corrosion at the bottom of the doors and
               a dent in the trunk lid. It ran okay, though, and it was in her price range. She paid for it using money she’d earned at the
               Big Soup. No help from her old man. No high-interest loan from the bank. It was the first thing of any real value she’d owned,
               and it was all hers.
            

            
            To commemorate this grand purchase, and the fact that Dana had officially exited her teens, she and Carly drove to New York
               City. It was only forty miles from Avon Hill, but they were forty adventurous miles. When the roads weren’t clogged with snarling, honking traffic, they were fast and vicious. It was like swimming with
               piranhas. Dana didn’t shy from the challenge. She carved across lanes and flipped the bird at anyone driving worse than her.
               (She flipped the bird a lot.) Carly sat in the passenger seat, mostly laughing, sometimes screaming. As usual, Dana was providing thrills that Carly would
               be hard-pressed to find with anyone else.
            

            
            They found street parking in Chelsea and walked south to the West Village with no destination in mind. It was a chilly day.
               The sky was pale with cloud and snow dusted the sidewalks. Vented steam rose in glorious white clouds. Everything appeared
               in muted colors—predominantly grays and browns—except for the yellow of passing taxicabs. It was beautiful. It was real. Dana and Carly floated more than walked.
            

            
            This wasn’t their first trip across the river, but it was their first time without a parent or teacher. It felt scary, exciting, liberating (not unlike swimming naked, Dana thought), and they were determined to make the most of it. They ate huge, mouth-watering slices of pizza from Joe’s on Carmine Street. They bought counterfeit Gucci sunglasses and posed for photographs like chic New York models. Carly treated Dana to birthday mocktails at the Ricochet on West Tenth Street—the kind of bar they wouldn’t be allowed in after 9 p.m. The décor was somewhere between 1930s speakeasy and global fusion. It shouldn’t have worked but it did. 

            
            Dana and Carly sat on one side of the bar and a young couple sat on the other. In many ways they were alike: They had thin
               chests and smooth throats, and similar mannerisms when they spoke. They drank at the same time, laughed in the same way, and
               touched in tandem. It was the differences that made them so captivating, though. The white man had short black hair and wore
               a black T-shirt with white lettering that read: HE KEEPS ME SAFE. The Black man had equally short hair, bleached white, and
               wore a matching T-shirt, except his was white with black lettering: HE KEEPS ME WILD. They were the same, but opposite, a
               living yin-yang, each separate from but not able to exist without the other.
            

            
            “I’m trying not to stare,” Carly said. “But they’re so beautiful.”

            
            “I know,” Dana said. She took a big gulp of her Shirley Temple and licked her lips. “I love their T-shirts.”

            
            Carly nodded in agreement.

            
            “That could be our motto.” Dana held her pinkie out and Carly linked hers through it. “You keep me safe.”

            
            “You keep me wild.”

            
            The couple looked over at them, adorned with bright smiles. They raised their glasses. Dana and Carly did likewise. “You guys
               are amazing,” Dana said, and they glowed appreciatively.
            

            
            “We need T-shirts like that,” Carly said a moment later. She was on her third mocktail and was drunk with happiness. “The
               female version, though. With she, not he.”
            

            
            “Fuck that,” Dana said. “We’ll get tattoos.”

            
            Carly raised her eyebrows. She found this idea both appealing and terrifying, like almost everything Dana suggested. “My parents
               would kill me.”
            

            
            “Only if they find out.”

            
            They finished their drinks and made a promise to return when they were twenty-one, when they could partake of something more
               spirited than Shirley Temples. It was dark by the time they stepped outside. The streets were alive in a different way. Dana and Carly zipped up their jackets, linked arms, and headed back to where they had parked the car. Hudson Street was the most direct route—lively, loud, and safe. They followed it north, in no real hurry despite the cold, pausing to look in storefront windows and pose for more photographs. Music pulsed from inside bars and smells wafted from restaurants. The traffic bustled and honked. To the south, the towers of the World Trade Center stood like proud twin sisters entrusted with some magnificent duty. 

            
            The car was on West Eighteenth Street, but they couldn’t quite remember where. They walked east, then doubled back, then turned
               and walked east again. It seemed that every third car was a silver Chevy Corsica or something similar. Dana’s could be distinguished
               by Jersey plates and that dent in the trunk lid.
            

            
            “You think it’s been towed?” Dana asked with a note of genuine concern. “It was free parking, right?”

            
            “Yeah, I checked the sign.”

            
            “Maybe it’s been stolen.”

            
            “No. It hasn’t. Let’s keep looking.”

            
            They crossed Eighth Avenue with growing bewilderment, aware of how lost they looked, and how young.

            
            “You’re sure we parked on Eighteenth?” Dana gave her head a confused shake.

            
            “One hundred percent.”

            
            They were halfway to Seventh when the man approached them. He crossed the street at a jog and stepped up close, blocking their
               path. The friends tried to walk around him, but he sidestepped deftly, keeping them in place.
            

            
            “You look lost,” he said.

            
            “We’re not lost,” Carly said.

            
            “I know this neighborhood. Maybe I can help you out.”

            
            “We’re not lost,” Dana insisted. “Do you mind stepping aside so we can pass?”
            

            
            He was older, maybe forty, with dirty brown hair and a downturned mouth. Something was smeared across the left lens of his glasses. Dana and Carly instinctively inched closer to each other. 

            
            “Well, if you’re not lost,” the man said, running a hand across his whiskery throat, “maybe you can help me find a good time.”
            

            
            Dana looked across the street and stole a glance behind them. There was abundant light from buildings, passing cars, and streetlights,
               but also pockets of shadow created by scaffolding and trees. Dana saw no other pedestrians. She also did not notice Carly
               unclip her purse and surreptitiously reach inside.
            

            
            The man didn’t notice, either. He leaned close to Dana and reached for her hair—drawn to that arresting red streak—but Carly
               was one step ahead of him. She pulled a switchblade knife from her purse, popped the blade, and pressed the tip to the man’s
               cheekbone.
            

            
            “Back the fuck up,” she said. Her voice crackled, not with weakness, but like a fire. “Right now, motherfucker, or I’ll take
               your goddamn eyeball out.”
            

            
            It came out of nowhere. Not just the move—the switchblade—but this side of Carly. Dana had no idea she was capable of such a thing. They’d spent the entire day together, being giggly and girly, and not once did Carly—sweet Carly—mention the knife in her purse.
            

            
            “I mean it,” she reiterated. Her hand was steady and her eyes glared. “Back. Up. Now.”
            

            
            The man lowered the hand he’d been reaching with and shuffled backward. Carly followed him, keeping the knife to his cheek.
               She nodded at him to keep going and he did, taking two more steps. Carly went with him again. He backed up one more step,
               making an airless, clicking sound in his throat. His expression brimmed with the realization that he’d fucked with the wrong
               women, and that he might lose an eye because of it.
            

            
            This new, fierce version of Carly relented, though. She planted one hand on his chest and pushed him away from her. “You make me fucking sick,” she said, and spat at his feet. Without taking her eyes off him, keeping the switchblade extended, Carly reached out to Dana with her other hand. Dana took it gratefully, and the friends edged around the man. They walked backward until they’d reached a safer distance, then turned and ran to the Seventh Avenue intersection. 

            
            Dana’s Corsica was on the next block, exactly where they’d left it. Neither woman remarked on their being so wildly off the
               mark (there was almost half a mile between where they thought they’d parked the car and where they finally found it), they
               just jumped in and locked the doors behind them. Carly still had the switchblade in her hand. She was rinsed with adrenaline,
               shaking and gasping. They both were. Dana opened her mouth to say something, but no words came out. She stared dazedly through
               the windshield, clutching the steering wheel to steady her hands.
            

            
            “Jesus,” she managed after a moment—two wheezy syllables: Geeee-zuss.
            

            
            Carly shook her head. She struggled with the clasp on her purse but eventually got it open and dropped the knife inside. Tears
               blossomed in her eyes. The ferocious guardian had retreated to whatever interior room Carly had kept her locked in all these
               years. A shaken but more familiar woman occupied the passenger seat, although Dana couldn’t look at her in quite the same
               way. Perhaps she never would.
            

            
            “It’s okay,” she said, as much to herself as to Carly. “It’s all good.”

            
            “Yeah . . . all good.”

            
            “You . . . I didn’t know . . . I mean . . .”

            
            Carly tossed her purse into the footwell, maybe to distance herself from the weapon inside. The tears spilled down her cheeks
               in big lines. She wiped them away with the backs of her hands, then took a deep breath and looked at Dana.
            

            
            “You keep me wild,” she said, and the merest of smiles touched her trembling lips. “I keep you safe, remember?”

            
            The two women threw their arms around each other and hugged fervidly, both crying now, their hearts close and drumming in
               time. They offered comfort and love, and in turn received it. At length, when the tears had stopped . . . when the condensation
               had cleared from inside the windows and their hearts thumped at a more regular tempo, Dana pulled away from their parking
               spot on West Eighteenth, and they drove back across the river.
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            There were two tattoo studios in Avon Hill. Dana and Carly did their research. Big Dog Ink specialized in traditional, tribal,
               and blackwork. It was owned and operated by an ex-con named Burton “Big Dog” Bender. On the plus side, he was affordable and
               had lots of availability. On the downside, his studio resembled a biker bar, and he took frequent smoke breaks. Dream Theory
               Tattoo was owned by a trio of enterprising twentysomethings who offered Italian coffee and vegan smoothies as part of their
               service. Their studio was as clean as an operating room. They were expensive—very—and had a four-month waiting list.
            

            
            “Do you have a preference?” Dana had asked wryly.

            
            “Um, yes,” Carly had replied.
            

            
            Dream Theory was on the northern edge of town, in a strip mall near the bus depot and multiplex. Oak Street would take them
               most of the way there, but Dana diverted. She turned east on Union and headed toward Harmony Court, one of Avon Hill’s less
               desirable neighborhoods.
            

            
            “You taking the unscenic route?” Carly asked.
            

            
            “I thought we’d drive past Angelo’s,” Dana said and smiled. “It’s one of Trent’s hangout spots. We might see him.”

            
            “Oh,” Carly said, rolling her eyes. “Right.”

            
            Trent Collier and Dana weren’t “official” yet, but they were getting close. They’d met a couple of weeks before at the Avon
               Hill Music Festival and had been on three dates since. Carly hadn’t been introduced to Trent, but she knew a few things about
               him: One, he was twenty-eight years old. Two, he was originally from some rough-and-tumble neighborhood in North Philly. Three,
               Dana had already slept with him—twice, in fact. On the second date and again on the third.
            

            
            They passed the scrapyard, the Sleep EZ Motel, and Doll Bros. Flea Market (a rumored money-laundering pit for the mob). Angelo’s
               was on the next block, discernable by its red-and-white pole and large plastic scissors on the roof. A cluster of young men
               loitered outside, some wearing tight tank tops, others shirtless. They were all gym rats, by the looks.
            

            
            “He’s there,” Dana said. There was a distinct flutter in her voice. “You want to meet him?”

            
            “You think this is a good time?” Carly replied.

            
            “Why wouldn’t it be?”

            
            “Because he’s with his homies—his boys. Men are assholes when they’re with their boys.”

            
            “It’ll be fine. We’ll just say hi.”

            
            Dana pulled into a slanted space on the opposite side of the street. She angled the rearview to check her reflection (Carly
               checked hers in the visor mirror), then popped a breath mint into her mouth.
            

            
            “How do I look?”

            
            “Knockout,” Carly said.

            
            They got out of the car and crossed over to Angelo’s, both with a little extra sway in their hips. The guys on the sidewalk
               watched as they approached, elbowing each other and flexing. There were six of them, dark-haired, olive-skinned, either Italian
               or trying to be. Trent was short, maybe five seven. He had a slick, blowout hairstyle and street tattoos. The lettering across
               his abs read kenzo.
            

            
            “Hey,” Dana said, stepping onto the sidewalk. She flashed a smile every bit as bright as the June sunshine.

            
            Trent whispered something to the jacked homie on his right, who covered his mouth and turned away. A few of the other guys
               grinned. They were all finely groomed, with product in their hair and smooth bodies. Trent jostled another of his buddies,
               then dragged his gaze across the sidewalk and finally looked at Dana.
            

            
            “What’s going on?” Dana tried again.

            
            “Not much.”

            
            “Yeah?”

            
            Trent shrugged. The guys around him continued to flex, trying to look good. Aesthetically, they were on point. In every other
               way, they came up short. Carly shuffled awkwardly. It was too goddamn hot to deal with this much testosterone. Trent rolled
               his shoulders and lifted his jaw. His eyes were hidden behind his Prada shades, but Carly knew he was looking at her.
            

            
            “Who’s this?” he asked.

            
            “This is Carly, my best friend,” Dana replied. Her voice still fluttered, but it sounded more anxious than excited now. “I
               told you about her, remember?”
            

            
            “You didn’t tell me she was Black,” Trent said.

            
            This earned a reaction from everyone. Trent’s boys made obnoxious sounds that they thought were cool or smart. They bumped
               their elbows and some bumped fists. Dana shook her head as if she’d misheard. Several conflicting expressions crossed her
               face in the space of seconds. Carly felt a rush of anger but held it back.
            

            
            “Is that a problem?” she asked.

            
            Trent curled his lip. This was as close as he came to a reply. His jackass buddies postured and smirked. One of them—tall
               and beautiful, but clearly with a suboptimal brain—raised his fist and Trent rapped his knuckles against it.
            

            
            Carly sighed and turned to Dana. “I’m going to wait in the car.”

            
            “Yeah.” Dana nodded. “Gimme a sec.”

            
            A few hoots and whistles followed Carly across the street. She ignored them. She opened the Corsica’s passenger door and dropped
               into the seat, not wanting to wait in a sweltering car, but also not wanting to stand where Trent and his douchebag buddies
               could see her. The way Carly felt in that moment, she’d be happy if they never crossed paths again.
            

            
            Several minutes passed, long enough for the Eastern & Kittatinny freight train to roll through town, hauling a line of shuddering
               cars. Dana returned. She got behind the wheel and started the engine without saying a word. The radio came on, blaring the
               WPLJ jingle. Carly turned it down. She stared at Dana.
            

            
            “I’m sorry,” Dana said.

            
            “Not the best first impression,” Carly said.

            
            “I know, he was just—”

            
            “Being a prick?”

            
            “Showing off,” Dana said, and blew an exasperated breath over her upper lip. “And being a prick, yeah. But you know how guys can be.”
            

            
            “Mm-hmm.”

            
            Dana checked her mirrors and reversed into the road. She gave Trent a little wave (Carly didn’t see if he waved back—she wasn’t looking) and they took off. Carly gazed out of her window, wondering if Trent could ever redeem himself to her, or if she would even give him the opportunity. Honestly, she didn’t think so. 

            
            “He’s hot though, right?” Dana said, offering a weak smile.

            
            Carly didn’t know how to answer that question. Hot? Sure. Attractive? Absolutely not. She shrugged, then lifted her sunglasses
               and looked earnestly at Dana.
            

            
            “Just remember what I said about being careful,” she said. “Some boundaries don’t need to be tested.”

            
            The smile faded from Dana’s face. She nodded and turned the radio up. Carly went back to looking out the window, thinking
               that the temperature had increased but that the day felt dimmer.
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            They got their near-matching tattoos. Dana had SHE KEEPS ME SAFE inked across her lower back in a flowing cursive font. In
               the same lettering, but a couple of point sizes smaller, Carly had SHE KEEPS ME WILD written on her left hip, below her beltline.
               As Dana suggested, they kept these tattoos a secret. Nobody needed to know about them, and besides the lovers they had in
               the years to come, nobody did.
            

            
            It wouldn’t be the only secret they’d keep.
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            Anthony punched the guy with the high fade in the jaw and couldn’t remember the last time anything had felt so good. It had
               been building for a while. Both men had been physical in their play, shirt-grabbing, pushing off each other, shoving in the
               back. Neither of them called a foul—this was streetball: no blood, no foul—but when High Fade tripped Anthony on his drive
               to the basket, Anthony reacted. Still holding the ball, he picked himself up off the ground and turned on the guy.
            

            
            “What the fuck’s your problem, man?” Anthony threw the ball at High Fade—threw it hard. High Fade caught it at chest level and showed his teeth.
            

            
            “My problem? Motherfucker, you ran into me.” High Fade returned the ball with equal vigor. Anthony caught it in both hands and took a step forward.
            

            
            “Yeah? You wanna do this? You wanna go?”

            
            “I’m right here, motherfucker.”

            
            The other players looked on with various levels of interest. Exchanges like these were not uncommon, but they invariably fizzled
               out before they caught fire. This felt different, though. The atmosphere was edgier than usual, which was perhaps to be expected;
               most of the guys knew what Anthony had been through.
            

            
            He tossed the basketball five feet into the air and High Fade followed it with his eyes, even tilting his head backward and offering his jaw. That was when the punch came—a lunging right hook that Anthony pulled from an uncomfortable place inside him. He didn’t have to reach deep. It was right there, coating his soul like oil on water. The skin and bone of his fist was replaced with a composite of mournfulness, pain, and resentment. He could run a blade across his knuckles and these things would bleed out. 

            
            The grim emotions were counterbalanced by the release he felt as the punch connected. The impact traveled through his hand,
               his wrist, navigated the bend in his elbow, continued into his upper arm and shoulder, then spilled into his chest and radiated
               like sunshine. Everything that had happened in the past two weeks was caught in the glare. It didn’t catch fire and turn to
               ash. It remained intact. The pain was a part of him now and always would be, but for one sweet, violent moment it was lost
               in the brightness.
            

            
            High Fade buckled at the knees but didn’t go down. He stumbled to his right, using his arms to maintain balance. The basketball
               bounced off the ground where he’d been standing. Anthony caught it, threw it at High Fade again—no clean catch this time;
               it thumped off his shoulder—and followed with another swinging punch. This was less accurate than the first but just as hard,
               tagging High Fade above his left ear. High Fade slumped, pushed off the ground with both hands, then got his feet beneath
               him and backed off a step or two. He flexed his jaw and spat blood.
            

            
            “Yeah,” he said. “Okay.”

            
            “You want more?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            They went at each other, throwing erratic punches and grappling on their feet. The other guys formed a loose circle around
               them, and several more had migrated from adjacent half courts. There were jeers, hoots, and barks of encouragement. Nobody
               tried to separate them. They’d step in—probably—if it got too bad.
            

            
            Anthony tried to get High Fade into a headlock, but he was too slippery. His low, wide stance and rounded shoulders suggested
               he’d spent more time on a wrestling mat than on a basketball court. He was strong, too. Anthony had landed several clean shots to little effect. The opposite was not true: Anthony was rocked by High Fade’s fists and elbows. Every strike felt like it came packaged with flint or steel. Nothing hurt—Anthony was too jacked up on adrenaline to feel any pain—but his mind and body had been subtly knocked out of alignment. When he saw his blood hit the court from a cut above his left eye, he knew that he was going to emerge from this fight decidedly worse off than his opponent. 

            
            It wasn’t about winning, though. Anthony didn’t care if he got the living shit kicked out of him. It was about untangling
               the knot—the ugly clump of stuff—that had formed inside his chest. It was about being able to breathe again.
            

            
            Catharsis. That was the word his mom had used. “Paint a self-portrait,” she’d said. “Write a story. Drive out to the Beaches and scream
               at the ocean.” In short, do something that healed his soul. She’d even directed him to a website for a place in Jacksonville
               called Smash Therapy. For twenty-five dollars, he’d be given protective gear and a ten-pound sledgehammer, then invited to
               pound the ever-loving crap out of various junked vehicles. Anthony had shrugged indifferently, not wanting to reveal how much
               this idea appealed to him. There was no remedy for his woes, he knew that, but venting rage by way of reckless destruction
               could only be a good thing. And here he was now, partaking in a different kind of smash therapy. Maybe he was the sledgehammer,
               maybe (probably) he was the vehicle, but either way, it was progress.
            

            
            Anthony was knocked to the ground by a punch he didn’t see and barely felt. He only knew it had landed because he was on his
               ass. His friend, Daran, stepped forward, perhaps to intervene, but Anthony waved him off. He pushed himself to one knee, but
               High Fade kicked him in the ribs and knocked him down again.
            

            
            “Now that’s a foul,” High Fade said, wiping the back of one hand across his bloody mouth. “You get two free shots from the line, unless
               you want me to keep kicking your ass.”
            

            
            Anthony got to his feet with a groan that made him sound eighty years old instead of twenty. He felt good, though. For now. It might be a different story later, when the adrenaline and the pain switched places, but even pain would give him something new to think about. He stared into High Fade’s blazing eyes, then over his shoulder and through the chain-link fencing on the opposite side of the court. A police cruiser had pulled into the small parking area and two officers were stepping out. Anthony recognized one of them: Graham Kempe. He’d been to a couple of their family barbecues. Anthony’s dad had said he was good people. 

            
            A few of the other guys had noticed the cops, too. “Twelve,” Devin Wright said, gesturing at the cruiser with his chin. He
               had the ball. He bounced it twice and passed it to Anthony. “Come on, man. Let’s play.”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Anthony said. He turned the basketball in his hands, taking deep breaths. Blood dripped from the wound above his eye
               and splashed on the Wilson logo. Officer Kempe and his partner looked on attentively, ready to act. Anthony grinned, bounced
               the ball back to Devin, then threw himself at High Fade and punched him in the nose.
            

            
            It was a dirty shot that landed cleanly. High Fade rocked on his heels, wobbled for a second or two, and dropped to one knee.
               Anthony shoved him the rest of the way down. He pounced on top of him and started raining lefts and rights. High Fade blocked
               most of the blows with his forearms. Anthony didn’t care and didn’t stop. Every punch felt better than the last.
            

            
            He kept swinging even after one person grabbed his left shoulder and another grabbed his right. They lifted together, pulling
               Anthony off High Fade, then locked up his arms and dragged him backward. Anthony roared and struggled, trying to break free.
               In the frenzy of the moment, he thought it was a couple of his buddies finally stepping in, then looked down and noticed the
               polished black boots and beige pants: the Merrick City Police Department.
            

            
            “Okay, Ant . . . whoa, calm it down,” Officer Kempe said. He was on Anthony’s right arm—five inches shorter than Anthony,
               at least twenty years older, but as solid as a wall. “Take a deep breath. Be cool. I don’t want to cuff you, but I will.”
            

            
            High Fade got to his feet. His shirt was torn, and he had a red welt beneath his eye that would darken to a bruise by the
               end of the day. He brushed grit off the seat of his shorts and pointed at Anthony. “That motherfucker hit me first. I want
               to press charges.”
            

            
            “You got any proof of that?” Officer Kempe asked, then addressed the other guys. “Anybody here want to accompany us downtown, make a statement?” 

            
            Nobody did.

            
            “That’s what I thought,” Kempe said. “No one’s pressing charges. This was just a little red-blooded overexcitement, that’s
               all. It happens.”
            

            
            “But—”

            
            “Go on home, champ. Take an Advil, get an early night. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

            
            High Fade scowled, thought about saying something else, then flexed his jaw again and looked at his sneakertops. This should
               have been the end of it. Situation defused. Except Kempe’s partner—still wet behind the ears, no doubt—relaxed his grip on
               Anthony’s left arm, and Anthony made another move for High Fade. He sprang off the balls of his feet, pulling his arm free.
               In doing so, his elbow flailed upward and cracked Kempe’s partner beneath the jaw.
            

            
            “Son of a bitch.”

            
            Both cops wrestled Anthony to the ground. They yanked his arms behind his back and cuffed him. The fight—the emotion—drained
               from Anthony in an instant. It was as if somebody had flipped his off switch. Kempe and his partner pulled him to his feet.
            

            
            “As you were, gentlemen,” Kempe said to the other players. “Enjoy your game. It’s some afternoon, huh?”

            
            He and his partner marched Anthony toward their cruiser. The play had stopped on all six half courts, and they had everybody’s
               attention. Passersby watched from the sidewalk, too, staring raptly through the chain link. Anthony saw at least a dozen people
               filming on their cell phones (two white cops and one Black man always had the potential to go viral). He lowered his head,
               ashamed and confused. Suddenly, all he wanted was to curl up in a ball and cry.
            

            
            “I’m sorry,” he said to no one in particular.

            
            Officer Kempe leaned close and whispered in his ear. “Your mom’s going to be pissed.”
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            Carly had been staring at the same cardboard box for twelve minutes, contemplating its contents: mainly T-shirts, a couple
               of hoodies, some sweaters and Henleys, all good quality—Bonobos, Asket, Mack Weldon. There was even a $1,300 Tom Ford shirt,
               which Terence saved for special occasions, and had therefore worn only once (his grandmother’s hundredth birthday party).
               Carly had asked Ter’s brothers if they wanted it, or any of his clothes, and they’d politely declined. Monte was 280 pounds
               and not likely to drop three X’s anytime soon (or ever), and Kris and Efrem could afford their own Tom Ford shirts.
            

            
            Asking Anthony was out of the question. For one, he was not emotionally ready. For two, he looked enough like his father that
               Carly thought she’d fall to pieces if she saw him wearing Ter’s clothes. To put it another way: She was not emotionally ready, either.
            

            
            In the end, after fifteen days of walking into their shared closet and seeing shirts, shoes, and pants that Ter would never
               wear again, Carly decided to pack everything into boxes and donate it to the Salvation Army. Their sweetly naive employees
               would take that fine-quality clothing, launder it, and apply nominal pricing. The idea that somebody would be walking around
               in a $1,300 Tom Ford shirt that they had bought for $3.75 appealed to Carly’s sense of humor, and she knew that it would appeal
               to Ter’s, too.
            

            
            Her phone rang, startling her from this reverie. She jumped, looked away from the cardboard box, saw her phone vibrating across
               the nightstand, and grabbed it.
            

            
            “Hello?”

            
            “Carly? Hey, it’s Graham Kempe.”

            
            “Graham . . . hey, how’ve you been?”

            
            “Can’t complain,” Kempe said. A silence followed. It lasted two seconds, but Carly felt she could have crossed an ocean in
               that time. “Listen, we picked Anthony up. He was getting into it with some guy at Freeman Park.”
            

            
            “Getting into it? Fighting?”

            
            “It was just a dustup,” Kempe said. “No one’s pressing charges, but he clocked my partner in the jaw while we were trying to restrain him.” 

            
            Carly groaned and pressed a hand to her forehead. Anthony? Hitting a cop? She watched as a deep, inviting hole stretched across the bedroom floor—one of many dark spaces that had appeared in front
               of her in recent weeks—and was about to topple into it when Kempe said:
            

            
            “It was an accident, Carly.”

            
            “An accident . . .”

            
            “A flailing arm.” Kempe cleared his throat. Carly heard the buzz of the station in the background. “Officer Dennison knows
               what Anthony has been through lately. We all do. But yeah, that was when the cuffs came out.”
            

            
            “Gotcha,” Carly said. The hole in the bedroom floor closed as suddenly as it had opened. She looked at the cardboard box again.
               There were pieces of Ter’s soul inside, she realized. His favorite colors and styles, his decisions, his joys. The tears wanted
               to come, and she shook her head no.
            

            
            “Anyway,” Kempe continued. “Anthony’s here. He doesn’t know yet that we’re cutting him loose. Figured we’d make him sweat
               a little.”
            

            
            “Good,” Carly said. She closed her eyes and gave her head a vigorous shake, temporarily dislodging the other stuff—the Ter
               stuff—and focusing on being a mom. “I’d do the same thing.”
            

            
            “How do you want to play this?” Kempe asked. “You want me to let him go? Drive him home? Or do you want to come get him?”

            
            “Is he in the tank?”

            
            “No. He’s sitting at my desk. I’m calling from the break room.” Kempe made a sound like he was sucking something from between
               his teeth—a piece of carrot, maybe. They used to have doughnuts in the break; these days it was a veggie tray. “You want me
               to put him in the tank?”
            

            
            “Tempting,” Carly said, standing up. She was so tired that she wanted to sit down again immediately. “I’ll come get him. I’ve
               got to run into town, anyway, drop off some stuff.” Her gaze drifted back to the cardboard box. There were three more boxes
               in the hallway downstairs, all of them full. “I can be there in an hour or so.”
            

            
            “Understood. He can sweat a little longer.”

            
            “Yes he can. Thanks, Graham.”

            
            “You got it.”

            
            Carly hung up. She stood with her shoulders slumped, somewhere between directionless and bereft. She’d always assumed grief
               to be a burden—a thick chain that was attached to every limb and hauled. The opposite was true, in fact. Grief took stuff
               away. Plans, dreams, companionship, identity. Grief had left Carly hollow. The mirror on her wall reflected a woman who had
               lost fifteen pounds (good) and aged ten years (bad). Her jeans hung off her hips. She saw the edge of her only tattoo—the
               top part of the word WILD. This brought Dana to mind, and from there she spiraled, ineluctably, to another dark place.
            

            
            “Nope,” Carly said, dragging herself back to the here and now. “Not going there. Not happening.”

            
            She lifted the cardboard box filled with her dead husband’s clothes—which were actually memories and scraps of his soul—and
               took it downstairs. It was as heavy as she thought it would be.
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            The Merrick City police and fire departments shared a two-wing, three-story building on Hollinger Street. It had been state-of-the-art
               when it was built twenty-three years ago but was now as drab and dated as every other building in the neighborhood. It had
               a large yard, a training facility, a gym, and a half court where the cops and firefighters faced off in their down time. Carly
               had mostly fond memories of the place. It was where she’d cut her teeth.
            

            
            She parked her Lexus (hers now; it had been Ter’s) in the visitors’ lot and walked through the police department’s front doors. The faces had changed over the years, but so much remained the same: the blue and white décor, the fake wooden furniture, the brownish, insipid quality of the light, the sounds of phones ringing, keyboards tapping, chair legs scraping, people shouting, and the many smells: coffee, sweat, dirt, crime, Lysol, and microwaved food (to name but a few). The Stars and Stripes and the Florida State flag held pride of place in the waiting area, along with unsmiling photographs of the president and the governor. They’d been placed on opposite walls and appeared to regard each other with reproach. 

            
            Carly checked in at the front desk and was allowed through to the bullpen. She saw Anthony right away, sitting in the far
               corner with his head lowered. Kempe stood close by, talking to a young cop, no stripes on his arm—Officer Dennison, perhaps.
               Carly started in that direction.
            

            
            “Hey, Carly, how’re you doing?”

            
            She recognized the voice and turned toward it. Detective James Campbell stepped toward her, extending an arm. They hugged
               briefly. She and Jimmy had done basic recruit training together back in the day and had started as MCPD beat cops within two
               weeks of each other. Now he worked vice and, by the looks of it, got about three hours of sleep a day. Carly had transferred
               to Jax, the first six years on the street, the last six working homicide.
            

            
            “Hey, Jimmy. I’m . . .” Staring into a void, contemplating my life choices, particularly the bad ones, and wondering if the pain will ever go away. “I’m holding up.”
            

            
            “We should have you over. Kelsey talks about you all the time.”

            
            “I’d like that.”

            
            Carly managed three more steps and was stopped by another cop, then another. Everybody had noticed her now. Most gave her
               space and offered sympathetic smiles. Many of them had worked with and respected Ter. The camaraderie was sweet, if a touch
               stifling. It reminded Carly of her first arrest, day one on the beat, some sleazeball exposing himself on a city bus. Carly
               had slapped him in cuffs and had the pleasure of marching him through the bullpen and throwing him in the tank. Her colleagues
               had given her a round of applause. Sergeant Don Bobbins—a good cop, who, like Ter, would also be killed in the line of duty—had
               fist-bumped her and grinned. “One scumbag down,” he’d said. “Twenty thousand to go.”
            

            
            She weaved across the room, acknowledging the warm regards until Kempe stepped forward to meet her. They shook hands. Carly applied extra grit to the shake, hoping to show that she wasn’t as frail as she appeared. The bullpen resumed normal service—the coffee slurping, the keyboard tapping, the raised voices. Someone in the tank started singing “America the Beautiful” and someone else yelled at him to shut the fuck up. 

            
            Anthony would not look at Carly. He sat with his arms folded and his head down. He’d always be her kid—her child—but that didn’t mean he got to act like one.
            

            
            “This the perp?” she asked Kempe.

            
            “This is him.”

            
            “Hey.” Carly snapped her fingers, but Anthony still wouldn’t look. She checked the name tag of the young officer next to Kempe
               and it indeed read DENNISON. “Did you apologize to Officer Dennison?”
            

            
            Anthony glanced up. He had a fat lip and a cut above his eye. Some part of Carly thought he probably deserved it. A larger
               part wanted to turn into mama bear and growl at the world. She took a deep breath that did little to quell the emotion. Anthony
               lowered his head again without answering her question.
            

            
            Officer Dennison did it for him: “He apologized.”

            
            “I’d like to apologize, too,” she said, looking the young cop in the eyes. “And to thank you for your understanding.”

            
            Dennison nodded and stepped away. He’d get worse than an accidental knock in the jaw during his career. If he was really lucky, he’d retire on a full pension with nothing but a few close calls.
            

            
            “Okay,” Carly said, snapping her fingers again. “On your feet, kiddo. Let’s go.”

            
            Anthony stood up. Kiddo. Right. He was six three, the same height as his dad, the same shaped eyes, the same lighter skin. “I’m free to go?” he asked
               Kempe.
            

            
            Kempe nodded. “Stay out of trouble.”

            
            Anthony stepped past Carly and started toward the exit. Carly looked at Kempe, mouthed, Thank you, and started after her son. She had to walk fast to catch up. They passed through the waiting area, out the main doors, and
               into the front lot. Anthony went left and Carly started right.
            

            
            “Car’s this way,” she said.

            
            “I’m walking.”

            
            “No, you’re not. Let’s go.”

            
            “I’m walking.”

            
            Carly went after him, running a few steps. She took him by the arm and turned him around gently. She could have been more aggressive. Anthony was nine inches taller than her and twenty-four years younger, but she’d have no problem
               throwing him to the ground and locking his arm behind his back. Carly had aced her self-defense training and every refresher
               course, and had applied what she’d learned in real-world, life-threatening situations more than once.
            

            
            “Hey, Ant—”

            
            “I’m good walking. I want to walk.”
            

            
            “It’s three miles.”

            
            “I don’t care.”

            
            This attitude. This fucking attitude. How dare he treat her like this? She was hurting, too. Carly understood it didn’t work this way, though. Anthony’s grief was different. He was younger, so it
               was bigger, and he bore it with unfledged shoulders. The mother’s role was to help her child heal, to absorb their angst and
               frustrations, and require nothing in return.
            

            
            But damn, it was so hard.
            

            
            She’d told Anthony about Smash Therapy—the place in Jacksonville where they loaded you up with a sledgehammer and let you
               go to town on some old junker. What she hadn’t told him was that she’d already been three times herself. She’d also put in
               extra sessions at the Sheriff’s Office gun range.
            

            
            Carly had spent many years coping with her anger issues. Managing her grief—or trying to—wasn’t all that different.
            

            
            “Come on,” she said to Anthony, taking his hand and giving it a comforting squeeze. “I’m in no mood to make dinner tonight.
               I figured we could hit Zaxby’s on the way home.”
            

            
            Anthony removed his hand from hers, but not unkindly. His lips trembled. Carly couldn’t tell if he was going to smile or cry.
               She preloaded a response for either, ready to engage.
            

            
            He did both. A tear trickled from his eye at the exact moment his lips twitched upward at the edges.

            
            “Kickin’ Chicken Sandwich?” he asked.

            
            “You know it.”

            
            “Tater Chips?”

            
            “Oh hell, yeah.”

            
            He nodded and his smile grew. Carly winked. They walked toward the visitors’ lot, out of the building’s broad shadow, and
               into the soft mauve light of early evening.
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            No eating in the Lexus. That had been one of Ter’s (few) strict rules. Carly intended to honor it. The interior of her own
               car—a 2023 Mazda CX-5, which Anthony would probably inherit—had a more . . . carefree aesthetic. There were empty water bottles in the footwells, crumbs on the seats, and trash in the door pockets. Scrunched-up
               receipts, bottle caps, and other detritus clogged the center console like food in a drain. The Lexus would be different, she
               told herself, at least to begin with.
            

            
            Anthony was hungry, though, and the aromas wafting from the loaded Zaxby’s bag on his lap were almost too much for him to
               bear. He looked at her with big, appealing eyes. Carly could let him wait—he wasn’t going to shrivel up and die in the seven
               minutes it would take to drive home—but she also had to choose her battles.
            

            
            “One burger,” she said.

            
            Anthony tore into the bag, removed one of his three Kickin’ Chicken Burgers, and took a mighty chomp. His eyes fluttered and
               he made grateful sounds.
            

            
            The sight of him eating, licking Zax sauce off his lips, made Carly’s stomach rumble. She focused on the road. Anthony’s music played quietly on the stereo: “MY EYES,” by Travis Scott. It was a chill vibe and Carly felt an increment of tension leave her upper body. She’d been meaning to ask about the fight but now was not the time. A moment’s calm was more important. 

            
            It was only a moment, though. They passed Freeman Park, the scene of the crime. The half courts buzzed with life and good energy—men
               and women, a fusion of ages and ethnicities. Anthony craned his head to see if his friends were still there, then his eyes
               glazed as he drifted into deep thought.
            

            
            “They treated me good at the station,” he said. A muscle in his jaw pulsed rhythmically, almost in time with the music. “Didn’t
               put me in the tank. Gave me an ice pack for my eye.”
            

            
            “Mm-hmm.” Carly nodded. “You got lucky.”

            
            “No,” Anthony said. “It’s because of Dad. Everybody respected him.”

            
            The chill vibe was compromised. It hung in the balance, and all it took was one word, one syllable, three letters: D-A-D.
               Some invisible engineer turned a tiny screw between Carly’s shoulder blades and everything north of her beltline tightened.
            

            
            “Even so,” she said, “a Black man hitting a white cop doesn’t usually work out favorably for the Black man.”

            
            “It was an accident.”

            
            “You think that matters?” Carly’s voice reflected the tightness in her body. It had a shrill, impatient edge that she couldn’t
               disguise. “You got lucky, Ant. That could have played out very differently.”
            

            
            Anthony wanted to argue, but how could he? She was right, end of story. He chewed his food and swallowed and looked stonily
               at the road ahead.
            

            
            Home was on the west side of Merrick, in a middle-class neighborhood called Fountain. Carly followed Columbia Boulevard downtown
               and turned west on Broadway. It was a slower route, but she wanted those extra few minutes with Anthony. He would shut himself
               in his room as soon as they got home and wire his brain into social media or videogames or something else. It was important
               they took time to reconnect—to establish togetherness in the face of their shared grief. There’d been so much tension between
               them lately.
            

            
            Unfortunately, that wasn’t about to change.

            
            “Do you believe in ghosts?” Anthony asked.

            
            “No.”

            
            “I do. I can see him.” Anthony pointed at Steve’s Sporting Goods across the street. “That’s where Dad bought me my first basketball.
               And there . . .” He pointed at Scoop-De-Doo. “That’s where we went for ice cream after my swimming lessons. And there . . .”
               He pointed a trembling finger at the Magnolia Plaza parking lot. “I saw Dad arrest a guy there. I was on the school bus. ‘That’s
               my dad,’ I shouted, and all the kids cheered. I was so proud.”
            

            
            Tears rolled over his eyelashes. His jaw trembled. He still had Zax sauce on his lips.

            
            “Oh baby,” Carly said.

            
            “He’s everywhere,” Anthony said. “He’s all over this town. And at home, too. He’s in every room. Jesus, I can still smell him.”
            

            
            “I know,” Carly said. He wasn’t seeking reassurance, but she offered it anyway. How could she not? “It’ll get easier. It will—”
            

            
            “I’ve got to get out of here,” he said. The sadness in his voice was replaced with a cold determination. “I just . . . I’ve got to get away.”
            

            
            A knot formed at the back of Carly’s throat, and she swallowed it with a hard click. Several awkward seconds passed. She drove,
               partially disembodied. Broadway became Fountain Road on the other side of Priest River. They were nearly home.
            

            
            “Five weeks,” she said, “and you’ll be back at college.”

            
            “Maybe,” he said.

            
            Carly looked at him, her eyes narrowed. He stared back. His expression—his entire energy—challenged her, and she rose to it.

            
            “Everything has changed, Ant,” she said, turning the music down so that he heard her loud and clear. “I can and will give
               you a lot of leeway as we work our way through this, but your education is nonnegotiable.”
            

            
            He continued to stare at her. His energy didn’t change. He looked less like her son, Carly thought, and more like one of the hundreds—perhaps thousands—of criminals who had eyeballed her over the years, trying to intimidate her, alpha-dog her. She had learned to show no weakness—to hold their gaze until they broke and looked away, no matter how long it took. This could not be done behind the wheel of a car, though. Carly made a low sound in her throat and turned her attention back to the road. 

            
            They didn’t speak the rest of the way, or even the rest of that day. As she knew he would, Anthony took his food and shut
               himself in his room. Carly ate hers, alone, at the kitchen table, then watched something nontriggering, alone, on Netflix,
               and then retired, alone, to her bed.
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            For a lion, he ate with such delicate little bites. He would slice off a small strip of meat, or half load his fork with potatoes,
               and pop it into his mouth with a measured slowness. He’d chew fully before swallowing, pause for a moment, then repeat. “This
               is how the French eat,” he’d told Dana many years ago, soon after they’d met. “They have a healthier relationship with their
               food than we Americans. They savor every mouthful and stop when they’ve eaten enough. Which is why, as a nation, they’re thin
               and beautiful, and we’re not.” It was an attractive quality, Dana thought. It showed a temperate, cultured side. Unfortunately,
               this had not extended to the bedroom. Warner Prince had been a rough and selfish lover. Here—consistent with nearly every
               other aspect of his being—the lion had emerged.
            

            
            Dana’s phone buzzed. She angled the screen toward her. A message from Brankovich’s guy: running late

            
            Dana replied: ETA?

            
            After a moment: 10:20

            
            “Mr. B. is behind schedule,” she said to Warner.

            
            “How far behind?”

            
            “Fifty minutes.”

            
            “Mm-hmm. Fucking amateur. He’s trying to make me uncomfortable.” Warner stuck his fork into a morsel of merguez sausage, lifted
               it to his mouth, chewed, and swallowed. The process took almost a minute. “I guess he doesn’t know how patient I can be.”
            

            
            Dana nodded. These days, her relationship with Warner was strictly professional. They hadn’t shared a bed for ten years, long enough for the teeth and claw marks—on her body, at least—to have faded. 
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            Warner owned seven cars, two motorcycles, five properties (including rental condos in Las Vegas and South Carolina), and three
               profitable businesses: a liquidation outlet, a sports bar, and a modest chain of furniture stores called Fit for a Prince.
               In all, he had more than two hundred staff on his payroll. He interacted with very few of them, but those he did would say
               that he was an attentive, charismatic, and generous boss. The word “cool” was often used when describing Warner Prince.
            

            
            “Act like Jesus, dress like the devil” was one of his favorite sayings, usually proffered when someone remarked on his designer
               shoes, silk shirts, or sharp black suits. He was a short but handsome man, five seven, with a broad chest and a narrow waist.
               People reliably mistook him for Mexican or South American. In fact, his father was third-generation American, born in North
               Hollywood, and his mother was from the Maldives. Regarding his ethnicity, Warner often described himself as the perfect blend
               of sun and starlight.
            

            
            Also, he played a mean flamenco guitar.

            
            “Is everything to your satisfaction, Mr. Prince?” the manager asked. He had round, jolly cheeks but angry eyes. High blood
               pressure, probably.
            

            
            “Everything is perfect,” Warner replied.

            
            “And you, ma’am?”

            
            “Perfect,” Dana echoed.

            
            “Very good.” The manager’s smile was jolly, too. “And can we get you anything else at this time? More wine, perhaps?”

            
            “Not for me,” Warner replied.

            
            “Ma’am?”

            
            Dana was tempted. She enjoyed spending Warner’s money, and the Nebbiolo was fifty-six dollars a glass. There was no telling
               how this evening would play out, however. Better to keep a clear head.
            

            
            “I’m fine,” she said.

            
            “Very good.” The manager nodded courteously and left them to their meals. Warner watched him go, dabbing the corners of his
               mouth with his napkin. Classical piano played gently through the sound system, inducing a greater calm. The Calloway provided
               the best fine-dining experience in southeast Michigan, perhaps the entire state.
            

            
            Warner cut off another small slice of sausage (an eighty-seven-dollar sausage, served with sous vide potatoes and a bone marrow
               Bordelaise) but paused before bringing it to his lips.
            

            
            “I’m glad you declined a second glass,” he said to Dana. “It would’ve been embarrassing for us both if I’d had to admonish
               you.”
            

            
            Dana forced a smile. “I’m playing it safe. I’m hoping I don’t have to patch you up later, but you never know.”

            
            “You never know.”

            
            Warner was eighteen years old when he started out in the drug industry, selling cocaine to his wealthy Hollywood friends.
               At twenty-two, he established his first legitimate business enterprise: a software development company that provided inventory-management
               solutions for all levels of industry, from mom-and-pop stores to international airports. Warner knew very little about computers
               and software development, but he assembled a team that did and bankrolled them using money he’d earned as a child actor. (Warner
               appeared in three movies between 1983 and 1994 and had guest spots on numerous TV shows, including The A-Team, Silver Spoons, and Family Ties. He was best known, however, for playing Lalo Soto in the NBC sitcom Little Pitchers.) This was in 1998, when the information age was beginning to pick up speed. He sold the company seven years later for $8.2
               million, quadrupling his investment.
            

            
            His liquidation outlet (The Clearance Emporium), sports bar (Stars Align), and furniture stores (Fit for a Prince) provided
               consistently solid income, but Warner mainly used these businesses for camouflage and money-laundering opportunities.
            

            
            Dana looked at her phone. 8:17. They had time to kill. She drank the last of her wine and crammed a chunk of rare steak into
               her mouth, lioness-like.
            

            
            “Uncouth,” Warner said.

            
            Dana nodded. She didn’t care. She chewed and swallowed, then gestured at Warner’s chin. “You have gravy in your beard.”

            
            He wiped it away, mildly irritated. “It’s Bordelaise.”

            
            There was a low hum of excitement when a well-known, Detroit-based musician entered the restaurant with his new (much younger) partner. They were seated at a table nearby. Dana looked over twice in the space of twenty seconds; it was hard to
               not look at celebrities. The second time, Warner snapped his fingers at her.
            

            
            “Don’t be that person,” he said.

            
            Dana tightened her grip on her knife and fork. Her expression remained impassive. She finished her steak in big bites, wiped
               her mouth, and dropped her napkin onto her plate. Warner was only halfway through his meal. He would likely request that it
               be reheated.
            

            
            “I assume you want me in the room tonight?” Dana asked.

            
            “Yes,” Warner replied. He scooped a morsel of potato onto his fork and elucidated in a low voice: “Brankovich will expect
               me to arrive with muscle and guns. It’ll disarm him when I show up with an attractive female.”
            

            
            Dana’s composed expression did not change but she wrung her hands together beneath the table. How typical of Warner, and how
               goddamn vain, to show such disregard of others in his hope of securing an edge. And how unfortunate that—if she was only being used as
               a prop—he hadn’t chosen a different “female” to put in harm’s way.
            

            
            He continued: “Make sure that streak in your hair is showing.”
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            Dana lived in a two-bedroom apartment in Black Ash, Michigan, an unremarkable city southwest of Ann Arbor. It was mostly dour, but not without its qualities: It sat on the banks of the Buffalo River, wide, still, and mint green in the sunlight (principally due to nutrient pollution), and parts of its downtown core had a picturesque colonial revival aesthetic—symmetrical brick buildings with gable roofs and door pediments. The post office and city hall were fronted with grand columns, and the library would look right at home in the middle of Williamsburg, Virginia. 

            
            Black Ash had prospered on auto industry money, which had been plentiful from the boomer era to the turn of the century but
               had suffered a savage decline in the mid-to-late 2000s. The Big Three all but bled out and were forced to stem the flow with
               manufacturing cuts, plant closures, and massive layoffs. Black Ash joined the ranks of Midwest towns where median household
               income and crime-rate statistics switched places. Many of its wealthier residents jumped ship, taking their businesses with
               them. Vacant buildings and whitewashed windows dominated Main Street. The upmarket restaurants and boutique stores were replaced
               by fast-food joints, payday loan stores, and dive bars. That colonial revival aesthetic didn’t look quite so pleasing anymore.
            

            
            There’d been something of a turnaround in recent years, due in large part to the huge Amazon warehouse that had opened on
               the town’s western edge, and the Crooked Dog Brewery, built on the site of the old AMNA Components factory. Between them,
               they employed almost a thousand people. Warner Prince had played his part, too. He’d revitalized struggling businesses, donated
               to municipal infrastructure, and helped establish a local entrepreneurship grant. He’d also given generously to Black Ash’s
               understaffed schools, hospital, and police department through various charity drives.
            

            
            Warner wasn’t born in Black Ash, and he didn’t live there (his million-dollar home—one of them, at least—was in Antelope Falls,
               a small town eleven miles north). Even so, he was considered a local hero, right up there with Grammy Award–winning recording
               artist Adrian Jones, and Montgomery Fine, who’d played power forward for the Detroit Pistons in the 1970s.
            

            
            Every summer, Warner would take several of Black Ash’s big kahunas (including the mayor, members of the city council, and the chief of police) on a golfing trip to Florida. In the winter, the same elite crew would go snowmobiling in the Western UP. Warner didn’t like any of these people, but he played the part well enough. It was all about fostering strong relationships and keeping them sweet. From a business perspective, it was time and money well spent. 
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            10:02.

            
            “Here,” Dana said, handing Warner a semiautomatic pistol—his Glock 23 chambered in .40 S&W. She had double-checked the magazine
               was fully loaded: thirteen angry little soldiers, ready for duty.
            

            
            “Thank you,” Warner said, slotting the gun into his side holster and covering it with his jacket. He appeared remarkably calm.

            
            This evening’s business was at the old schoolhouse in Monticello, a small city just off U.S. Route 12 between Black Ash and
               Ann Arbor. It regularly featured on Beautiful Michigan and Best of the Midwest websites, being home to such high-class establishments
               as the Calloway and the Midsommer Theater, as well as a starting point for hiking trails through the Irish Hills. It had a
               darker side, though: a robust prostitution and drug scene, mainly methamphetamine.
            

            
            Monticello was a lucrative territory for Warner, one he’d shared with Marvin “Sweet Keys” Franklin, a well-known jazz pianist
               (and lesser-known drug dealer) from Ann Arbor. But Sweet Keys had recently suffered a cataclysmic heart attack during a set
               at Baker’s Keyboard Lounge in Detroit, and his second-in-command, Jake Brankovich, had taken the reins.
            

            
            “I hope that gun stays in its holster,” Dana said. Her stomach turned uncomfortably.

            
            “I anticipate a productive meeting,” Warner replied.

            
            The old schoolhouse was on a quiet road at the northern edge of the city. It had been a school until 1961, then a museum,
               then a church, but had been declared unsafe in 2012 and had remained empty ever since. There were plans to raze it and build
               something new—an art gallery, perhaps, or a Starbucks—but in the meantime it served as a neutral meeting place for Warner
               and his counterpart from Ann Arbor.
            

            
            Warner had parked his Lincoln Navigator across the road, tucked in the shadows between a shipping container and a dilapidated garage. From here, he and Dana could watch Brankovich approach and evaluate the threat level. If any red flags were raised, Warner would abandon the meeting and reconsider his options. He was unafraid—daring even—by nature, but he wasn’t suicidal. 

            
            Dana’s phone buzzed. She thought it was Brankovich’s guy again, informing them of a further delay, but it was not. It was
               from Carly.
            

            
            
               Hey sister

            

            Dana smiled. Just the sight of Carly’s name lessened that ugly feeling in her stomach, but it didn’t last. The smile was followed
               by a frown. She hadn’t heard from Carly for almost six months, but she could tell from those two words that something was
               wrong. Maybe it was the lateness of the hour—10:05 now—but Dana didn’t think so.
            

            
            She texted back: hey girl its been a while

            
            
               Too long

               everything good?

            

            Nothing for a few seconds, then the animated ellipsis appeared—the bubbles, Dana called them—as her friend typed a message.
               It remained on-screen for a while; either the response was long, or Carly kept deleting and typing something new. Dana’s unease
               grew. Her phone’s backlight illuminated the Navigator’s interior.
            

            
            “Shut that shit off before Brankovich and his crew get here,” Warner snarled. “I don’t want them seeing us.”

            
            The bubbles continued bubbling. Dana found she was clamping her phone too hard and relaxed her grip. She flashed back to September
               2001: the blood on her hands, in her hair, on her clothes. So much blood.
            

            
            Carly’s response appeared on-screen. Dana looked at it, blinking. The images—the memories—faded from her mind but did not
               disappear. Would they ever?
            

            
            
               I really need a friend right now. Time for a chat?

            

            “I’ve got to make a quick call,” Dana said, glancing at Warner. She’d already grasped the door handle.

            
            “Very quick,” Warner stressed, tapping his watch. A Rolex, of course.
            

            
            Dana got out of the SUV and closed the door behind her. Warner watched her from behind the wheel, illuminated by the dome
               light now, which dimmed slowly. She passed in front of the vehicle, leaned against the side of the garage, and called her
               friend.
            

            
            It rang once and Carly answered.

            
            “God is punishing me,” she said.
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            Brankovich arrived at 10:24. One vehicle, four guys, including Brankovich. They were armed, no doubt, but their weapons were
               concealed.
            

            
            “Looks good,” Warner said.

            
            Dana had returned to the Navigator’s passenger seat, her phone still in her hand, its case smeared with sweat. The twelve
               minutes she’d spent talking to Carly had shaken her. Carly was in a dark place. Her husband was dead, and her kid was sliding
               off the rails. “Twenty-four years,” she’d said. “It was a good run, but it caught up to me in the end.” Dana had comforted
               and reassured her as much as she could, but twelve minutes had not been long enough. She’d promised to call again tomorrow.
            

            
            Brankovich and two of his guys entered the schoolhouse, leaving one guy outside. Dana recognized him from a previous meeting
               with Sweet Keys. Duncan or Justin. Something like that. Canadian guy. He lit a cigarette and paced beneath the streetlight.
            

            
            “Let’s go,” Warner said.

            
            They got out of the SUV and crossed an uneven scrub lot toward the road. The Canadian guy heard them before he saw them. He
               stood squinting in the streetlight and watched as they materialized from the darkness. He appeared to relax when he saw who
               it was.
            

            
            “Mr. Prince,” he said. “How are you this evening?”

            
            “Couldn’t be better, Justin.”

            
            Justin looked at Dana. She flicked her head, and the streetlight caught the streak in her hair. He grinned and exhaled cigarette
               smoke through a gap in his front teeth—an old hockey injury, perhaps. His eyes glazed momentarily, then he blinked and looked
               back at Warner.
            

            
            “Jake’s waiting for you inside.”

            
            “Thank you, Justin.”

            
            “You were parked across the street the whole time, eh?”

            
            “The whole time.”

            
            Warner smiled. He and Dana stepped around Justin—he was a wide dude—and entered the schoolhouse through a side door. There
               was no electricity and hadn’t been for years. As always, business would be conducted by candlelight, which Warner found wonderfully
               medieval.
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            Jake Brankovich had risen swiftly through the ranks of Sweet Keys’s crystal meth organization. He’d started out as a doorman
               at the Nine (one of Sweet Keys’s nightclubs, one of his fronts) before being promoted to an enforcer, and then lieutenant.
               In the months prior to the heart attack that carried Sweet Keys off to that great jazz club in the sky, Brankovich had started
               tabling meetings and introducing small changes to the operation. He was ambitious, which made him dangerous.
            

            
            Warner greeted him in the middle of the main room with a firm handshake. This was the first meeting since Sweet Keys had passed
               away. Warner offered his condolences. Brankovich shrugged and scratched his chin.
            

            
            “It’s late,” he said. “Let’s get this done.”

            
            A single intact pew and a folding chair had been positioned to face each other. Brankovich took the chair. He had a man on each shoulder: Colm Stockwell on his right, a former Detroit cop and loyal to the core; Benny Francis on his left, one of Sweet Keys’s more recent hires, and therefore an unknown quantity. He was a white guy with cornrows and too much gold around his neck. Dana’s first impression was not positive. 

            
            She and Warner sat in the pew opposite Brankovich (she brushed the worst of the guano off before sitting down). All eyes were
               on her, not Warner, which was exactly what Warner wanted. Dana flicked her hair and her red streak shimmered, appearing divine
               and sinful in equal measure.
            

            
            “This goddamn place,” she said.

            
            Brankovich sneered and looked at Warner. “You want to get your bitch to shut her fucking mouth?”

            
            “Your predecessor was less intimidated by women,” Dana observed.

            
            “He was. But even so . . . bitch”—Warner gave Dana a cold sideways look—“shut your fucking mouth.”

            
            Had daylight been streaming through the broken windows, they’d have seen the damp brick walls and crumbling altar, the crucifix
               toppled from its mount and lying face down, covered in guano and bird shit. The floor was swollen with water damage and also
               plastered with shit. It was more of the same above, where shit-covered rafters sagged beneath a crumbling roof. Sweet Keys
               had liked meeting here, though. It was where he’d gone to school in the 1950s, and where he’d learned to play piano. Both
               he and Warner enjoyed the seclusion and privacy. It was a rare commodity in this suffocating world.
            

            
            Dana had only been present at a couple of meetings, and she always remarked on the setting. This was the first time she’d
               been told to shut her fucking mouth, though. She imagined Carly at her side with a switchblade knife in her purse.
            

            
            “This is the beginning of a new era, so it’s important we get off on the right foot,” Warner said, looking at Brankovich across
               the candlelit space. “Monticello has never been contested. I hope that trend continues.”
            

            
            “I’m not interested in contesting anything,” Brankovich said.

            
            “Good to know.” Warner linked his fingers and crossed his legs. He was outwardly cool, his tone measured. “Care to explain
               why your guys are operating on my turf?”
            

            
            “Business 101: Supply and Demand.” Brankovich showed tea-colored teeth. He was taller than Warner but only just, with a shag of dark throat stubble and pirate-like earrings through both ears. His oily black hair was tied back in a man bun that Dana thought would drip if she squeezed it. “There was a demand, and I supplied it.” 

            
            “A gap in the market,” Warner said.

            
            “Exactly.”

            
            Warner ran the meth trade in Black Ash—good business for a relatively small city (population: 31,000, many of those residents
               still down on their knees). With Sweet Keys six feet under, Jake Brankovich had assumed control of a broad section of Ann
               Arbor. Monticello was geographically in the middle, eighteen miles from each city, neutral territory. Ever the diplomat, it
               had been Sweet Keys’s idea to split the neighborhoods. He took Hester Wood and Motor Park in the east. Warner had everything
               west of Main Street. This relationship had operated smoothly for the past five years. The two men had even scratched each
               other’s backs on occasion, usually when there were supplier issues.
            

            
            A fine arrangement. Positively simpatico. Still, these were dirty meth dealers producing sizable amounts of dirty meth money,
               and Dana knew it was just a matter of time before somebody got greedy.
            

            
            “About that gap,” Warner said. He showed his teeth, too, and they were larger. “It doesn’t make sense. Andre’s been my man
               in Monticello for three years. A solid worker. Never had an issue with him. And then, suddenly, he just . . . disappears.”
            

            
            Silence fell. The candlelight fluttered. Warner tugged his right earlobe—the agreed-upon signal. Dana flicked her long hair
               again, then she, too, crossed her legs, the slit in her skirt falling open to expose a magnetic slice of her left thigh. Three
               sets of eyes turned toward her.
            

            
            “Nobody’s heard from Andre,” Warner continued. “Not even his woman.”

            
            Brankovich sniffed and tugged his throat hair. Benny shuffled his feet. He had a sling bag over one shoulder. It probably
               had a weapon inside—not the most effective place to keep one, should he need to grab it quickly.
            

            
            “Dana,” Warner said, linking his fingers again. “Who can we reassign to Monticello?”

            
            “Take your pick,” Dana said. She sat up in the pew and looked challengingly at Brankovich. The bitch is speaking. “There’s Lorenzo Ruffini, Bad Boy Curtis, Ricky the Slick, Dennis T. I’d trust all those guys. And I know Valentino wants
               to run a crew.”
            

            
            Not true. Dana had plucked these names from the novel she was currently reading, wanting to give the impression—something
               she and Warner had discussed—that there was a small army of loyal soldiers willing to fill Andre’s shoes. In truth, they had
               just enough distributors to cover Black Ash. If Andre didn’t return, they would need to recruit, and good, trustworthy people
               were hard to find.
            

            
            “I’ll have someone in place in the next couple of days,” Warner said, looking at Brankovich, who dragged his gaze off Dana.
               “You need to get your guys off my corners.”
            

            
            “And if I don’t?” Brankovich asked.

            
            “Trust me, Jake,” Dana said. She hooked her thumb toward Warner and leaned forward. “You do not want to go to war with this guy.”
            

            
            Brankovich appeared to consider this. He plucked something from his throat hair, rolled it into a tiny ball, and blew it from
               the tips of his fingers.
            

            
            “I have a counterproposal,” he said.

            
            “Oh?” Warner raised his eyebrows.

            
            Brankovich looked to his left and gave Benny a nod. Benny slipped the sling bag off his shoulder, unzipped it, and reached
               inside. Warner’s right hand edged toward the semiauto strapped to his side but froze when he saw what Benny had taken from
               the bag: not a weapon but a small parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied up with string.
            

            
            Benny offered the parcel to Brankovich, who shook his head and nodded toward Warner, who in turn gave Benny a contemptuous
               look and gestured at Dana. Benny crossed the eight feet of shit-spattered flooring between him and Dana and handed her the
               parcel. She turned it over in her hands, testing its weight and feel, already fearing the worst. She looked at Warner. He
               offered nothing in return. She caught Colm’s eye. He pressed his lips together and swallowed loudly.
            

            
            “Boy, do I feel awkward now,” Dana said. She let out a jittery breath and looked at Brankovich. “I didn’t get you anything.”
            

            
            “Just open it,” he said.

            
            Dana pulled one loose end of the string and the knot untied smoothly. She didn’t tear at the brown paper, but unfolded it
               gradually, her heart thumping harder as she got closer to uncovering whatever was inside. She knew what it was before fully
               unwrapping it; the tip of a bluish finger poked out from beneath the paper, its nail dark with blood. Dana shuddered and tossed
               the package onto the floor.
            

            
            “Jesus fucking Christ,” she said.

            
            A severed male hand rolled out from inside the folded paper and settled palm up on the floor. Dana glanced at the gray-meat
               stump and cleanly cut radius and ulna bones. Her undigested steak made an unpleasant noise in her stomach.
            

            
            “Andre has a kid, right?” Brankovich said.

            
            “A little girl. Eighteen months old.” Warner might have been responding to a question about the weather or what he’d been
               bingeing on Netflix recently. His voice was unperturbed, his demeanour ice cool, but Dana knew him well enough to know that
               the lion had pricked up his ears.
            

            
            “I’m sure she misses her daddy,” Brankovich said.

            
            Warner looked at Colm, who diverted his stare to the tops of his polished boots. Brankovich gave his throat hair another tug,
               then pointed at the severed hand on the floor between them.
            

            
            “You get the fuck out of Monticello altogether,” he said, “and I’ll send the rest of Andre back to Black Ash, and back to
               his family, where he belongs.”
            

            
            “You want to take bread off my table?” Warner asked. “You think that’s wise?”

            
            “Monticello is my table now,” Brankovich said. He slapped a palm against his chest, then pointed at the severed hand again. “Maybe you didn’t
               notice, but this is Andre’s left hand. I was being kind. Next week I’ll take his right. Then I’ll start on his legs.”
            

            
            Dana recalled parts of the conversation she’d just had with Carly. God is punishing me, she’d said. Dana, for her part, felt that the last twenty-four years had been one long punishment. She hadn’t been living in the Florida sunshine with a handsome cop husband and a cute kid. She’d been living in a shitty apartment
               in Shitsville, Michigan, working shitty jobs for a shitty fucking man.
            

            
            It was a good run, but it caught up to me in the end.

            
            Maybe Carly was right—that God, or the universe, was seeking reparations. And maybe, tonight, Dana would pay the final installment.
               She had hoped there’d be no bloodshed, that the bullets would stay in their guns, but that was looking increasingly unlikely.
            

            
            “I advise you to reconsider this course of action,” Warner said.

            
            “I don’t need your fucking advice,” Brankovich snarled. “And if you send any other guys . . . Ricky the Slick or Lorenzo,
               whoever the fuck else you mentioned, I’ll do the same to them. And I’ll keep doing it until you back the fuck off.”
            

            
            Dana was close enough to hear the rumbling in Warner’s chest. It was more than a purr, not quite a growl. She’d heard that
               sound before, and it was rarely associated with anything good.
            

            
            “I think, on balance,” he said, “I preferred working with Sweet Keys.”

            
            Brankovich laughed at that. He rolled back in his seat, his eyes and his earrings flashing in the candlelight. Benny tried
               to laugh with him, but the tension was too thick. All he managed was a squeaky, nervous sound. Colm’s right hand had moved
               to his belt buckle, closer to the pistol tucked inside his unzipped hoodie.
            

            
            “That’s funny, Lalo, real funny,” Brankovich said, and gave his throat hair one last tug. “But come on, I’m not an unreasonable man. I’m letting you
               keep Black Ash.”
            

            
            That was it, Dana knew. The final straw: calling Warner by his TV name (Lalo Soto was something of a klutz in all six seasons
               of Little Pitchers but always came out on top before the end credits rolled), consciously undermining his business achievements and his position
               in the southeast Michigan crystal meth trade.
            

            
            Bloodshed was unavoidable.

            
            “If you make this any uglier than it needs to be,” Brankovich concluded, as if the severed hand on the floor between them
               wasn’t ugly enough, “then I’m coming for Black Ash, too.”
            

            
            Warner forced a smile onto his face. He tugged his right earlobe. Dana reluctantly took her cue. She flicked her distinctive
               hair, then uncrossed and recrossed her legs. Brankovich and Benny rolled their gazes toward her, lured as easily as a couple
               of impoverished dogs.
            

            
            Vicious dogs, maybe, but no match for a lion.

            
         
         
            7

            In one fluid motion, Warner pulled the Glock from its holster, chambered a round, and locked Brankovich in his sights. At
               this range—eight feet, give or take—he could put a bullet wherever he wanted: the center of Brankovich’s forehead, his stomach,
               his stubbly throat. It took Warner less than a second to decide. He pulled the trigger and blew a hole through Brankovich’s
               right shoulder. The force of the .40-caliber round turned his chair one hundred and eighty degrees and threw him to the floor.
            

            
            Benny was quick to react. He’d pulled a pistol from the back of his jeans and swung its business end toward Warner. Colm—former
               cop, with his gun more accessible—was even quicker. Before Benny could get to the trigger, Colm took aim and shot him in the
               face. Benny flew backward, out of the candlelight, and landed in a dark heap on the floor.
            

            
            Warner stood up. He glanced briefly at Dana. She was shaking, both hands covering her mouth. The crack of the gunshots faded.
               Brankovich crawled through the bird shit and guano on the floor, blood pumping from his ruined shoulder.
            

            
            “Mother . . . fucker,” he gasped. “You’re dead, motherfucker. You’re so . . . nggh.”
            

            
            Colm stepped around Warner and covered the only entrance and exit that wasn’t boarded up. Three seconds later, the door burst open and the Canadian bustled in behind his semiauto. Multiple emotions crossed his face as he absorbed the scene, none more apparent than confusion. He was not expecting to see Colm—his partner in crime—pointing a gun at him. 

            
            “What the fuck, Co—”

            
            Colm pulled the trigger twice. The first shot hit Justin in the hip, spinning him around. The second struck between his shoulder
               blades and knocked him off his feet. He slammed face-first into the door jamb, bounced backward, and fell dead to the floor.
            

            
            The gunshots echoed through the old schoolhouse and faded, leaving only the sound of Brankovich cursing on the floor.

            
            “Son of a . . . gaahh . . .” The right side of his chest and his right arm were painted with blood. He rose to one knee and looked hatefully at Colm.
               “Motherfucker . . . mother . . . ngggh . . . fucker.”
            

            
            Warner placed the sole of his Louis Vuitton shoe on Brankovich’s good shoulder and shoved him to the floor, then followed
               up with a hard kick to the face. There was a gruesome crunch as Brankovich’s nose cartilage collapsed and the thin skin covering
               it split open. Warner dropped to his haunches, grabbed Brankovich by the man bun, and stared into his whirling, swelling eyes.
            

            
            “You think I’d get into bed with a crook like Sweet Keys without having a man on the inside?” All of Warner’s cool had dissipated.
               He spoke through gritted teeth and his body trembled with rage. “Colm and I have been friends since I came to Michigan in
               2006. What do you think of that?”
            

            
            “Mudda . . . vugga—”
            

            
            Warner spat into Brankovich’s face, then let go of his man bun and stood to his full, albeit diminutive, height. He turned
               to Colm with his chest puffed out and his upper lip flared.
            

            
            “You didn’t think to warn me about the severed fucking hand?”

            
            “I didn’t know until we were in the car,” Colm replied.

            
            “Jesus Christ.” Warner pointed his gun at Brankovich. His finger hovered over the trigger. “This fucking animal. This son
               of a bitch. What am I going to do with him?”
            

            
            “Vugg . . . ugggh . . . hrrrgghh . . .” Brankovich gurgled blood. It sprayed from between his lips. “Gurrgh . . . vugga . . .”
            

            
            “Your greed and stupidity got two men killed,” Warner said, looking down the sights at Brankovich’s face. “Now I’ve got to
               send people to clean this shit up. I should kill you just for that.”
            

            
            Brankovich made another strange, bubbling sound that wasn’t close to being a word. Warner’s finger closed around the trigger.

            
            “Wait,” Dana said, getting to her feet. Her legs were shivery and uncertain, as if they might fold beneath her at any moment.
               She took a breath and found the phrase she was looking for: “Better the devil you know.”
            

            
            Warner frowned and looked at her like she’d spoken a different language. “What the hell are you talking about?”

            
            “You’ve got this piece of shit exactly where you want him. He’s scared. He won’t cross you again.” Dana moved her left foot
               to avoid the pool of blood spreading across the floor. “You kill him, someone else will take over his turf. Maybe someone
               worse.”
            

            
            “I’ll take it over myself. Ann Arbor, too.”

            
            Dana stepped closer to Warner and spoke just above a whisper. “Not anytime soon. You don’t have the manpower or the supply.
               Also, you’ll need to grease the right palms. Your pockets are deep enough, but your name doesn’t carry the same weight in
               Ann Arbor.”
            

            
            The candlelight flickered in Warner’s eyes. He didn’t like what Dana had to say, even though she hadn’t told him anything
               he didn’t know. Subconsciously, he must already have made the same determination. Why else had he shot Brankovich in the shoulder?
            

            
            Dana raised her hands—your call, but don’t say I didn’t warn you—and backed away. Warner growled through his teeth. He looked at Dana, then at Colm, who stood with the barrel of his 9mm
               still smoking.
            

            
            “What do you think, Colm?”

            
            “Dana’s right.”

            
            Warner wiped sweat from the back of his neck, then bent at the waist and pressed the muzzle of his Glock 23 to Brankovich’s
               forehead.
            

            
            “What do you think?”
            

            
            Brankovich wept and bled and shook his head.

            
            “Andre was my friend. You took his fucking hand.” Warner’s finger twitched on the trigger. He really wanted to kill this guy. “Monticello is mine now. Do you understand?”
            

            
            Brankovich nodded frantically.

            
            “I want your people out of there.”

            
            “Yuuh . . . yuuh . . . ogay . . .”
            

            
            “All of them.”
            

            
            “Yuuuuh . . .”
            

            
            Warner exhaled steadily. He straightened up and stepped away from Brankovich. Dana thought it was all over. She could leave
               this terrible place, go home, and calm her nerves with a huge glass of wine. Warner wasn’t done, though. He turned on his
               heels, dropped to one knee, and smashed the butt of his pistol into Brankovich’s face—not once but four times. Each strike
               was harder than the last and the sounds they made were nightmarish.
            

            
            Brankovich’s eyes fluttered. His mouth was a pulpy mess. Warner reached in, clasped one of the teeth he’d loosened, and wiggled
               it back and forth until he pried it from the gum. He held it up to the candlelight, then popped it into his mouth like a breath
               mint and swallowed it.
            

            
            Dana leaned both hands on the pew to keep from spilling to the floor. In moments like these—and she’d had her fair share of
               them over the years—it was easy to believe that God was still pissed.
            

            
            Warner wiped blood from his mouth and screamed—roared—into Brankovich’s ruptured face, misting him with spittle and the meaty reek of merguez sausage.
            

            
            Regarding one of his favorite sayings, Warner had the whole “dress like the devil” thing down cold.

            
            The “act like Jesus” thing . . . not so much.
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            August 10, a sweltering Sunday in Merrick City, Florida, and Anthony’s birthday. His twenty-first birthday, no less. Carly had tried to get her head around this but couldn’t, not because all those clichéd phrases about kids
               growing up so fast were true, but because the balanced-rock structure of her life—in which she both offered and depended on
               support—had suddenly toppled. Just weeks ago, Carly had been a cop, a wife, and a mother. Now, she was on a sabbatical from
               work, her husband was dead, and her sweet, dependent child was an angry, independent young man.
            

            
            “What do you think grief is?” Dr. Susan, her therapist, had asked, a characterful, storied tree of a woman with encompassing
               branches and vibrant leaves. Carly had sought shelter there since moving from New Jersey twenty-three years ago.
            

            
            “Loss,” Carly had replied, without having to think about it too much. “Heartache.”

            
            “Hmm, you’d think. It’s actually an emotional response to change. Most commonly a change we didn’t ask for.” Dr. Susan always
               sat in the ray of sunlight streaming through her study window, emphasizing all her creases and strengths. “You don’t heal change. You adapt to it. That’s the only way to move forward.”
            

            
            “Move forward?” Carly had echoed skeptically. “It feels like I’m surrounded by mountains.”

            
            “Of course. Your life has an entirely new geography. New boundaries and possibilities.” Dr. Susan had spread her arms. “I’m sure it seems like your only options are to sit in the shadows or try to tunnel through, but in time you’ll adapt to the landscape and start climbing.” 

            
            It was a lovely idea, and it evoked positive imagery, but it sounded exhausting. And while it was important to take care of
               herself, she also had to provide support and direction for Anthony. This wasn’t like being on a plane and having to put her
               own oxygen mask on before helping others. He was her son, and he would always come first.
            

            
            Carly never tried to buy Anthony’s happiness, but she did spoil him for his birthday. The latest iPhone, Nike LeBron sneaks, Oakley shades, and the keys to her Mazda CX-5, which was six years newer than the car he was currently driving. Anthony had responded as favorably
               as she could have hoped, under the circumstances. Like any young person, he’d been looking forward to turning twenty-one for
               years. This was the big one, and it had arrived with a big black bow on top; August 10 was also the one-month anniversary
               of Ter’s death. Anthony had unwrapped his gifts and eaten his birthday breakfast without mentioning it, but it was there.
               Carly could see it behind his eyes—a dark, trembling thing.
            

            
            “What are your plans today?” she asked after the breakfast stuff had been cleared away and the gift wrap picked up off the
               floor.
            

            
            “I figured we’d go out for beers,” Anthony replied.

            
            Carly had been crossing the kitchen to turn the dishwasher on but had stopped mid-stride and looked at her son with big, hopeful
               eyes. The plan had always been for Ter to take Anthony for his first beer in a bar. It was an agreement they’d made a long
               time ago, and now Anthony was looking to Carly to honor it.
            

            
            “Sounds good to me,” she said evenly, as if her heart weren’t swelling with emotion.

            
            Anthony clomped into the kitchen behind her. He’d put his new sneakers on, the laces untied and flapping around his feet.

            
            “Thanks, Mom,” he said, holding out his arms. She went to him, and they hugged—one of thousands of hugs they’d shared over the years, but the sweetest and most encouraging in recent weeks. Carly managed not to cry and draw attention to how much it meant to her. She focused on the moment—its quiet power and fulfillment—and hoped it marked the beginning of brighter days. 

            
            It didn’t.
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            Carly was not a big drinker, and did not frequent bars, but fourteen years as a cop had taught her a great deal about bar
               culture and the effects of alcohol. Over time, she’d become indifferent to the data: that in America, alcohol was a factor
               in approximately 40 percent of violent crimes. Now, with her son of legal drinking age, it carried a new significance.
            

            
            “Here’s to drinking responsibly,” she said, raising her bottle of Coors Lite. Anthony had a Bud. He tapped his bottle against
               hers—tink!—and they drank. As milestones went, it wasn’t as important as graduating high school or getting his driver’s license, but
               it was a nice moment for him—a notch on the belt of his new adulthood. Carly didn’t mind being the substitute chaperone. She
               was just happy to share the occasion with him (and use the opportunity to impart some motherly wisdom). Anthony took two big
               swallows, lowered his bottle, and smiled.
            

            
            “My take,” Carly said, looking at Anthony across the table. “A little alcohol: good. A lot of alcohol: rarely good.”
            

            
            “Okay, Mom.”

            
            “I’m serious. As a cop, I’ve seen it all, from drunken pranks gone wrong to . . . well, to some truly terrible things, and—”

            
            “Hey.” Anthony held up one hand: Enough already. “I don’t know if you’re doing the cop thing or the mom thing, but can you please stop? I just want to enjoy my beer.”
            

            
            Carly bristled her mom feathers. She thought about doubling down, then conceded. She ran an invisible zipper across her lips,
               sipped her beer, and chilled.
            

            
            They were at the Overflow on Broadway. Carly had chosen this place not because of its cool, artisan vibe, but because it was relatively safe. To the best of her knowledge, there’d been no stabbings there, no shootings or drug overdoses. The same could not be said for every drinking establishment in town, particularly those east of Columbia, and there were a couple of joints on the south side that didn’t exactly welcome people of color. They’d removed the segregation signs from their windows, but not much else had changed since the 1960s. 

            
            In Merrick, the Overflow was as good an introduction to bar culture as Carly could hope to make. The staff was young, diverse,
               and friendly, and the ambience was upbeat. It didn’t take long for mother and son to settle into the occasion.
            

            
            Most of their conversations revolved around Anthony’s interests. He introduced her to his current favorite musicians and social
               media accounts, playing reels and TikToks on his new phone. His enthusiasm buoyed her, even though she felt approximately
               one hundred years too old for the content. (Carly was a young mom, but the world moved fast.) All that mattered was that they were spending time together, enjoying each other’s company.
            

            
            A text message popped up on Anthony’s screen while he scrolled through Instagram looking for a particular video. It was from
               his friend, Daran, whom Carly had met once and taken an instant dislike to. Anthony dismissed the message but not before she
               read it: u tell ur mom yet?

            
            Carly looked at her son, one eyebrow raised. He swallowed uncomfortably, pressed his lips together, and kept his eyes on his
               phone. Whatever he had to tell her, he wasn’t ready yet. She didn’t press, but it created an awkwardness between them. Anthony
               tried to get around it, changing the conversation to the Magic’s offseason trades and the headphones he was going to buy with
               the money Uncle Efrem had Venmoed for his birthday. Carly nodded in all the right places, waiting for him to crack. Eventually,
               he did. She saw it in his eyes first—the same cowed look countless suspects had given her before confessing to a crime.
            

            
            “So, um, yeah . . . I’ve got news.” Anthony swirled the beer at the bottom of his bottle, lifted it to his lips, then set it down without drinking—an action that underlined his hesitation. “You’re not going to like it.” 

            
            Carly knew that already. “Go on.”

            
            “I’m withdrawing from my fall courses,” he said, and popped his finger knuckles, something he did when he was nervous. “Classes
               start in, what . . . two weeks? There’s no way, Mom. I’m not close to being in the right headspace.”
            

            
            Carly watched him twist his fingers, working satisfying little snaps out of each knuckle, thinking about the structure of
               her life and how another meticulously balanced rock was on the verge of toppling. In the following dim seconds, she considered
               how the Carly of today had the same DNA as the Carly of five weeks ago, and they looked through the same eyes, but were completely
               different people. She’d been body-snatched by some luckless bitch.
            

            
            She reached across the table and placed her hand on top of Anthony’s, if only to stop him making that awful popping sound.
               “Is this open to discussion?”
            

            
            “I’ve made my mind up,” Anthony replied, and swallowed awkwardly again. “And I’ve been thinking about it for a long time.”

            
            “Have you?”

            
            “One semester. That’s all I’m going to miss, and I can catch up next summer.” Anthony removed his hand from beneath hers.
               He rubbed his knuckles and shrugged. “Online classes, I guess.”
            

            
            Carly’s bottle was two-thirds empty, and she suddenly wished she had something much stronger than Coors Lite in front of her.
               How bad would it be to get blind drunk right now?
            

            
            “What about your tuition fees and housing prepayment?” she asked. “Can they be refunded without a penalty?”

            
            “Not the housing prepayment. I forfeit that, but I can carry my tuition fees over to spring or get a full refund.” Anthony
               gave her a self-satisfied look; he’d done his homework. “I checked, and I’m still within the deadline.”
            

            
            Anthony was two years into a sociology major at Florida State. He’d chosen FSU because it was far enough away from home that he’d get the full college experience, yet close enough that he could come home weekends if he wanted to. His long-term plan was to get his bachelor’s degree, then his master’s, then move on to a career in human resources. Withdrawing for a single semester should not derail that objective, but Anthony was in a delicate place right now, and—much like everything in Carly’s life—easily toppled. What he needed was focus, something to keep him on his feet. 

            
            “It’s the wrong move,” Carly said bluntly. “You need to throw yourself into your schoolwork. It’ll give you direction . . .
               purpose.”
            

            
            “I have direction,” Anthony retorted.

            
            “Really? I think you’re acting emotionally.” Carly measured every word, fighting to keep her cool. Was this the real reason
               he’d asked her to be his chaperone? To soften her up for this bombshell? She gritted her teeth and clutched the underside
               of her seat. Nice try, kiddo.
            

            
            “You can think whatever you like,” Anthony said.

            
            A brief silence fell between them. Carly could tell from his eyes, and from the fact that he’d gone back to popping his finger
               knuckles, that he hadn’t told her everything. There was more to come, and Carly suspected that the second part of this news
               bulletin would be more upsetting than the first.
            

            
            “Is this what the text from Daran was about?” she asked, pointing at Anthony’s phone.

            
            He nodded.

            
            “Nice of him to check in.” Her sardonicism was usually reserved for the interrogation room, but it wasn’t always easy to keep
               the cop thing and the mom thing apart. “Is there something else you need to tell me?”
            

            
            A server strutted past their table, noticed their near-empty drinks, and asked if they wanted another round. Carly glanced
               at the bottles lined up behind the bar, wondering how many shots of tequila she could take before falling over.
            

            
            “Just the check, please,” she said.

            
            The server nodded and walked away. Carly looked at Anthony. He continued to twist his fingers but there were no pops left
               in his knuckles.
            

            
            “Well?” she pressed.

            
            “Daran’s moving back to Ohio and I’m going with him. Just for a few months.” Anthony exhaled and rolled his shoulders, as
               if he’d shed some of the burden he was carrying. “His cousin bought a house in Toledo. He has a couple of rooms for rent.”
            

            
            “Toledo,” Carly said. It didn’t seem that long ago that this kid was playing tee ball for the Merrick Little Engines, and
               now he was moving to fucking Toledo. “Tell me more about this house. Who else lives there? What kind of neighborhood is it in? And the cousin . . . have you
               met him? What does he do for work?”
            

            
            Anthony drew his hands into fists and gave her a dark look.

            
            “Oh, sorry. Am I asking too many questions?” Carly folded her arms and cracked a humorless smile—something else she did in
               the interrogation room. “Am I annoying you?”
            

            
            Anthony finished his beer and set the bottle down too hard. A few of the other patrons looked over at them. “Listen, I get
               it. You’re concerned—”
            

            
            “You’re damn right I’m concerned—”

            
            “But I need to do this, Mom. A hard reset. No half measures.”
            

            
            Carly understood that all too well but would never admit it. She was Anthony’s age when she’d left New Jersey. Her parents
               hadn’t been able to comprehend it, either—they’d wept like children—but Carly had her reasons.
            

            
            “What about money?” she asked, her eyes wide. If she blinked, tears would spill down her face.

            
            “I’ll tap into my savings, I guess, until I get a job.” Anthony closed his eyes for a second and breathed through his nose,
               also fighting to keep his cool. “This is not unusual, Mom. Students take gap years all the time. Some of them travel. Some
               get internships and work experience. I’m doing this for my mental health.”
            

            
            The server returned with the check holder and set it down on their table, barely breaking stride or making eye contact. They must be giving off waves of negative energy, Carly thought. Anthony’s phone buzzed a second later. He grabbed it, read whatever message came through, and started tapping out a response. Meanwhile, Carly added 20 percent to the drinks total and placed her credit card in the holder. 

            
            These minor diversions were enough to take the edge off. The mood remained uncomfortable, but they’d pushed through the worst
               of it. Carly had gone from disappointment to anger and was now shifting toward sadness. She clung to the possibility that
               Anthony would change his mind, but maybe this was something he had to get out of his system—a life experience, a different
               but no less valuable education.
            

            
            “Ohio,” she said. It had to be a thousand miles away.

            
            “I have to get out of here,” Anthony said.

            
            “And I can’t stop you. You’re twenty-one. You’re a man.” Carly softened her expression. It wasn’t easy, but she managed it.
               “It’s your life, your decision, but it feels to me like you’re running away.”
            

            
            “Maybe I am.”

            
            Carly recalled leaving Avon Hill on a Greyhound bus, looking though the grimy rear window as the town—and every dark thing
               in it—shrank into the distance. She’d been young, scared, and free, and had convinced herself she wasn’t so much running away as leaving things behind.
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            Her sledgehammer of choice was a Husky ten-pounder with a thirty-four-inch fiberglass handle. It was manageable enough that she could generate a satisfying swing, but still heavy enough to do real damage. Carly paid the entry fee, signed the waiver, and put on her protective clothing. Her first victim of the day was a broken-down 2008 Ford Taurus with as much rust as original paintwork. Somebody had already targeted the glass and front headlights (always the first to go), so Carly went to work on the quarter panels, trunk lid, doors, and taillights. Her initial swings were warm-ups, looking to establish technique and gauge recoil. She pulled the cap off her anger thereafter, and it felt like strapping on wings. The taillights obliterated into glittering shards as she considered her soon-to-be empty nest, with just a few leftover feathers to remind her how warm and colorful it used to be. Carly lifted the sledgehammer over her right shoulder and slammed it down on the trunk lid, remembering that night in September 2001—the night before the towers came down. She moved along the driver’s side, swinging from the hip, buckling and dislodging the quarter panels and doors. A four-digit number imprinted itself on her brain with every furious strike: 10-24—recognized by numerous police departments across Florida, including Merrick City, as the ten code for “Trouble, send help,” or “Officer down.” 
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            Carly had handled seventeen death notifications in her fourteen years as a uniformed officer and detective. Often, the victim
               died in hospital or en route and the notifications were made by medical staff. When the duty fell to law enforcement, a sergeant
               or accompanying chaplain would usually relay the news. The seventeen occasions that Carly had drawn the short straw were among
               the most difficult moments of her career, and she remembered every one of them. “Empathy is not your friend,” her instructor
               at the academy in Jacksonville had told her. “Do not superimpose your own feelings onto the situation. You’re not a friend or a counselor. You’re there to do a job. Be compassionate,
               by all means, but remain detached from your emotions.” Carly had managed to do that, and she never once asked the question:
               How would I react if this happened to me? Which was why, despite her training and experience, she was completely unprepared for when it did happen to her.
            

            
            Ter had joined Merrick City’s police force in 2002, straight out of the academy at what was then the Florida Community College in Jacksonville, twenty-three years old and as green as fresh grass. An older detective, Russell Yale, had taken a shine to Ter, and helped him avoid some of the land mines that rookie cops commonly stepped on. The two men remained close over the years. Ter climbed the ranks to sergeant, where he was content to stay. Russell was promoted to captain in 2011—the same year Carly became a cop. She knew him well by that point. Russell and his wife, Monica, had attended Ter and Carly’s wedding, and they’d been to each other’s houses for barbecues, Super Bowl parties, game nights, and other festivities. Carly liked Russell—liked that he was the opposite of the grizzled old captain regularly seen on TV shows. He enjoyed painting and amateur theater. Off duty, Russell would drive around town in a lime-green 1969 VW camper, blaring music from the Woodstock era. His police vehicle was a boat-size GMC Yukon with tinted windows and emergency lights installed behind the grille. When it was this, not the lime-green VW, that pulled up outside Carly’s house on the afternoon of July 10, she knew it wasn’t a social call. 

            
            “Please God, no,” she said.

            
            The Yukon came to a stop and sat for a moment. Carly shook her head, a cold sensation emanating from the pit of her stomach.
               She couldn’t see Russell through the tinted glass but imagined him taking a few seconds to gather his thoughts. Her dread
               escalated when the driver’s door opened and he stepped out. He was a handsome man with bright eyes and a defined jawline,
               even into his sixties, but in that moment he looked dour: ashen-skinned, with slumped shoulders and a furrowed brow. He started
               up Carly’s driveway, saw her at the living-room window, and stopped. Their eyes locked, and that was when Carly knew.
            

            
            She couldn’t remember walking to the front door, opening it, and ushering Russell inside, but she must have. He was alone,
               which was unusual. There would normally be a peer support officer or chaplain with him, but he obviously wanted to handle
               this by himself. He sat next to Carly on the sofa and took her hand. His eyes were bloodshot. Had he been crying? Probably
               not. He was a tough old feller. There wasn’t much he hadn’t experienced during his forty-plus years in law enforcement. Still,
               his eyes did look a little wet.
            

            
            “How?” Carly whispered.

            
            Ter and his partner, Officer Miguel Zayas, had responded to a domestic violence call in Allendale, one of Merrick City’s less well-to-do neighborhoods. They’d arrived at the address, knocked twice, and entered under exigent circumstances (they’d heard sounds of a struggle, including screaming, from inside the house). In the kitchen, they found Mary Crabtree—forty-two, high on Ecstasy—beating the shit out of her partner, Leroy Mannix (also high), with a wooden rolling pin. Leroy cried for help and shrank against the refrigerator as Mary pounded his arms and shoulders with the makeshift weapon. The two officers moved in and restrained the attacker—or tried to. She was wild and strong. The three of them pinballed around the kitchen a few times before Ter and Officer Zayas were
               able to disarm Mary and take her to the ground.
            

            
            “She screamed that we were killing her,” Zayas would later tell his captain, and would repeat it in his incident report and
               internal affairs investigation. “We weren’t, of course. She was out of control. Officer Rivers held her down while I reached
               for my cuffs. That was when it happened.”
            

            
            Leroy evidently believed the officers were using excessive force. He pulled an eight-inch chef’s knife from a block on the kitchen counter, ran at Ter, and stabbed
               him in the throat. Officer Zayas stumbled backward, his right hand moving from his cuffs to his sidearm. He drew and shot
               Leroy center mass, killing him instantly. Ter had slumped on top of Mary Crabtree, who continued to struggle. He clutched
               his throat with both hands. There was a lot of blood. Officer Zayas reholstered, cuffed Mary, and triggered his shoulder mic.
            

            
            “Dispatch, this is Alpha Mike thirty-three. We have a ten-twenty-four: Officer in need of immediate emergency assistance.
               Repeat—”
            

            
            “Ten-twenty-four,” Russell said to Carly, and the numbers floated across her mind in a toxic cloud. “Officer Zayas called
               it in immediately. We had units on the scene within three minutes, paramedics within five. They were too late.”
            

            
            Carly had nodded. She believed it, but she didn’t believe it. Ter had messaged her only a couple of hours before to say he was picking up shawarma after his shift and did Anthony prefer chicken or beef? That wasn’t the kind of message that someone who was about to die sent. It was a message sent by someone who would enjoy beef shawarma with his son that evening. And then he would clean the dishes, watch TV, and go to bed, and that’s where he’d be, curled up on his right side with one arm tucked beneath the pillow, when Carly returned from her shift. She would wash her face, brush her teeth, slide in beside him, and sleep with one hand resting gently on his middle, just like always. He would wake up at 6 a.m., like he did every morning, and would tomorrow, and the next day, and the next . . . and kiss Carly on the cheek without waking her. Sometimes she felt that kiss in her dreams but mostly she didn’t, but he always kissed her. Always. Then he would go to the gym and lift impressive amounts of weight because he was still young, only forty-six, two years older than her. He was strong and endless. After this, he would shower, grab coffee from Mr. Yeung’s deli on the corner of Queen and Broadway, and go to work. There, he would beat the bad guys. That was the narrative of his story. The bad guys would never beat him.
            

            
            Carly looked into Russell’s damp, bloodshot eyes, shaking her head, wanting the strength to face this almost as much as she
               wanted to run in the opposite direction. She stuttered something—she couldn’t remember what, maybe they weren’t even words—and
               fell against Russell’s chest. He held her like a father would and said nothing. Carly had sometimes hugged the bereaved when
               delivering death notifications because it was what they wanted. It was a part of her job, but she felt nothing. This wasn’t
               the case with Russell. His emotion was evident in his expression, his breathing, and his heartbeat. He had known Ter for twenty-three
               years—longer than Carly had known him, in fact—and had loved him in the way that good friends do.
            

            
            Russell had offered the full support of the department and access to peer support and counselors. He’d asked if Carly had
               people who could be with her over the next hours, days, and weeks. She had blinked her glazed eyes and replied with a helpless
               inflection in her voice: “Yes, of course. Ter will be home soon.”
            

            
            Two days later, speaking to Dr. Susan, Carly had compared her loss to starlight:

            
            “A massive, glowing ball of energy that might be millions of light years away. And when we look at that star, what we see is the radiance that was given off all those millions of light years ago. It’s just taken that long for it to reach our eyes. I mean . . . doesn’t that blow your mind? It’s almost too big to fully comprehend, yet we know it’s true.” 

            
            Dr. Susan had nodded, sitting, as always, in her ray of sunshine.

            
            “That’s how I feel about Terence being dead. I know he’s gone. I know I’ll never see him again. But he was everything to me—my strength, my weakness, the tree I would climb and then seek shelter
               beneath, the child in my arms and the man in my bed. And him being gone is like starlight. It’s both real and completely unbelievable.”
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            Carly moved from the old Ford Taurus to a Dodge Caravan that looked like it might have rolled off the production line when
               the Backstreet Boys were in their prime. She hammered the hood, the fenders, the front and rear bumpers. Sweat coated her
               body. Her arms were on fire. She removed her safety glasses, mopped a river of sweat from her face, replaced her glasses,
               and dragged her sledgehammer to the next vehicle in the row: a sun-faded Chevy Equinox with a TRUMP PENCE 2016 sticker on
               the liftgate. Carly destroyed the liftgate in a dozen smooth swings. She walloped the side mirrors and caved in the doors,
               then collapsed on the dusty ground and wept.
            

            
            Anthony wanting her to accompany him for beers—disregarding his ulterior motive—was the best part of her day, but this ran
               a close second.
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            She returned home, took a long shower, went to bed, couldn’t sleep, got up, trudged downstairs, made herself a sandwich, and
               sat eating it, alone, at the kitchen table. The sandwich was dry and tasteless. She hated it. She hated everything. Tears blossomed in her eyes and rolled down her cheeks in big lines. It would be wonderful, she thought, to go just a few
               hours without crying,
            

            
            Her mom recently suggested she go on vacation. The Caribbean, maybe Europe. It was a nice idea. The trouble with vacations was that, although her location would change, she would not. She would still carry the same damaged heart, the same ruptured mind. What she needed was an emotional lobotomy.
               A soul transplant. Carly grabbed her phone and Googled BUDDHIST TEMPLE RETREATS and SWEAT LODGES NEAR ME and PSYCHEDELIC THERAPY.
            

            
            Anthony arrived home at 11:42 p.m. Still, officially, his birthday.

            
            “Hey.” He grabbed milk from the fridge, poured himself a tall glass, and plucked three chocolate chip cookies from the jar
               on the counter. Milk and cookies. America’s favorite late-night snack. He gave himself a big white mustache and sprinkled
               crumbs on the kitchen floor, like he was eight, not twenty-one.
            

            
            “You have a good day?” Carly asked. It wasn’t easy to make words come out of her mouth.

            
            “Making plans,” Anthony replied.

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            “We leave next Friday. Maybe Saturday.”

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            He leaned against the counter, munching his cookies, not looking at her. His eyes flitted in a way that made Carly think he
               wanted to say something but didn’t quite know how. She wasn’t about to help him out. She stared at her half-eaten sandwich
               and prolonged the awkward silence. Anthony finished his milk in noisy gulps and placed his empty glass on the counter, not
               in the sink three feet away. How in the hell was he ever going to survive in the real world—hold down a job, pay his bills,
               demonstrate commitment and responsibility—if he couldn’t even put his empty fucking glass in the sink?
            

            
            Anthony wiped his mustache away and started toward the hallway, then pivoted and stepped around the table where Carly sat.
               He put one hand on her shoulder and kissed the top of her head.
            

            
            “Goodnight, Mom,” he said. “Thanks for . . . you know, all my gifts.”

            
            On the inside she roared at an open sky and her voice carried beyond the impossibly shining stars. On the outside she mustered
               the most patient of smiles.
            

            
            “You got it, kiddo.”
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            The next week or so passed in a listless blur. Carly felt either entirely embedded in her own malaise or detached from everything,
               bouncing through the hours like a tumbleweed in the wind. She didn’t sleep or eat much. She drove to the Beaches most days
               and stared at the ocean. A few friends called, which was nice. They invited her for coffee and lunch. Carly declined, knowing
               that she wasn’t doing herself any favors. Dr. Susan told her that self-pity was only good for blues musicians.
            

            
            Anthony left home on August 16, the Friday after his birthday. He and Daran drove north together, their stuff loaded into
               the back of Anthony’s newly gifted Mazda. Carly insisted he have breakfast with her that morning. She didn’t eat much but
               used the opportunity to tell Anthony to be safe, and that he could call her anytime, for any reason. He was nervous, excited,
               and scared, reminding Carly—not for the first time—of the twenty-one-year-old woman who’d boarded a Greyhound bus with little
               more than a credit card and a change of clothes.
            

            
            She told Anthony she loved him. He said he loved her, too. His eyes misted over, and she thought for one moment that he would
               have a change of heart—that he’d unpack his boxes and stay. Wishful thinking, unfortunately. Anthony finished his breakfast
               (didn’t put anything in the sink afterward), loaded his boxes into the car, and was Ohio-bound fifteen minutes later.
            

            
            He and Daran planned to make the fifteen-hour drive in one hit, taking turns at the wheel. Carly told him to text her as soon
               as he arrived, no matter how late (or early) it was. Anthony promised he would.
            

            
            That was the first night—and there would be many more—that Carly slept in the house alone. Except she didn’t sleep. She lay
               in bed with her phone on the nightstand, its Do Not Disturb feature turned off, waiting for it to light up with Anthony’s
               message. Allowing time to stop for gas, stretch their legs, and grab a bite to eat, she estimated Anthony and Daran would
               arrive in Toledo at four in the morning.
            

            
            She tossed and turned. No message from Anthony. Four a.m. came and went. Then five, then six. Carly got out of bed, made coffee,
               and sat on the back deck listening to the birds.
            

            
            Eight a.m. Still nothing.

            
            Nine. Nothing.

            
            Carly didn’t want to be the needy, overworried mom, but gave up and texted him at nine thirty.

            
            
               Are u there? How was the drive?

            

            She waited ten minutes for a response, then decided she didn’t want to sit staring at her message app all day, so she went
               to the gym, deliberately leaving her phone in the car. She worked out for two hours, punishing herself, finding an iota of
               solace in the exertion and pain. It was 12:30 by the time she’d showered and changed. Carly returned to her car—to her phone—and
               found three messages waiting for her: One from her captain in Jax, just checking in, one from her friend Phoebe—there was
               a free introduction to Tai Chi in Crystal Springs Park on Monday, did she want to go?—and one from Anthony: Arrived safely long drive tho. Sorry was sleeping will call soon x

            
            Okay. He was there. Carly didn’t want him to be there, but he’d arrived in one piece and that was something to be thankful for. She exhaled—a good, old-fashioned
               sigh of relief—and sensed a hint of her stronger self, like a bright-eyed cat on a window ledge, mewling to be let in.
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            Anthony had said he would call soon. Carly didn’t want to overthink it, but how soon was soon? Later that day? Tomorrow? Within one week? She went home and slept in her armchair for an hour, made a tomato soup,
               pulled weeds, rearranged the kitchen cupboards, and cleaned the fridge. Anthony didn’t call, and that was fine, she told herself.
               He was acclimating to his new environment, being an independent young man.
            

            
            “Maybe I should get a dog,” she said to Dana when they spoke the next day. “A Great Dane, a Saint Bernard. Something big that
               needs a lot of looking after.”
            

            
            “Maybe you should try to enjoy not having to look after anyone but yourself,” Dana said. She was at work, waiting to show prospective buyers around a $985,000 Tudor that had just gone on the market. Dana was doing well for herself, and Carly was happy for her. She could imagine her old friend flashing that red streak in her hair and getting anybody to sign anything. 

            
            “Baby steps,” Carly said. She loathed that expression, but it was what she’d been reduced to.

            
            “Listen, this is Anthony’s way of coping—something he needs to get out of his system. Give him three months and he’ll be home.”
               Sirens wailed in the background. Maybe that million-dollar home wasn’t in a million-dollar neighborhood. “Wait until winter
               gets ahold of him. Subzero temperatures. Lake-effect snow. It’s no joke.”
            

            
            “We’ll see,” Carly said, and an idea brushed the edges of her mind. “Toledo. How far is that from you?”

            
            “Hmm, an hour, give or take,” Dana replied.

            
            “Pretty close,” Carly said. “If I ever visit Anthony, we should meet. Maybe some dinner? Drinks?”

            
            “I like the sound of that,” Dana said.

            
            “It’s been a long time, baby.”

            
            Carly called Anthony two days later, having held out as long as she could. He didn’t answer. She sent him a message that was
               notably snippier than the last half a dozen messages she’d sent, then sent another message apologizing for being snippy, but what did he expect? She missed him. This did the trick. He called her on Thursday morning. He sounded good. There was a brightness in his voice that she
               hadn’t heard in a long time. Carly didn’t know how to feel about that.
            

            
            She got as much information out of him as she could in the seven minutes he spared her. The house was great. Daran’s cousin was cool. Yes, he was eating healthily. No, he didn’t have a job yet, but he hadn’t really looked. The neighborhood seemed fine. Carly suggested switching to a video call—she wanted to see him, see where he lived so she could picture it when she thought about him—but Anthony didn’t want to turn his camera on. He said there were a few guys over, and Mommy blowing kisses at him wasn’t a good look. 

            
            “Next time,” he said.

            
            That “next time” came the following Sunday afternoon, nine days after he’d left home. Anthony turned his camera on for three
               minutes, toward the end of the call. He’d gotten a haircut and she thought he looked thinner. There were no bruises on his
               face, though, and his room was messy—a perfectly ordinary sign.
            

            
            All good. Nothing to worry about.

            
            Except . . .

            
            Anthony was telling her about how hot it was and that the air conditioner in his room only sometimes worked, when the door
               behind him opened and a guy stepped in. He was fortyish, white, dressed like someone half his age, with a Saints ball cap
               on his head and bling through his ears. A drug dealer, Carly thought, her cop-radar pinging—reprehensible profiling on her
               part, but also a vocational hazard. She would have let it go, told herself not to jump to groundless conclusions, but then
               she noticed the tattoos beneath the guy’s right eye and different, more concerning alarm bells started to ring.
            

            
            “You coming?” the guy asked Anthony.

            
            “I’ll be right there,” Anthony replied. The guy nodded and left, and Anthony turned back to his phone screen. “Mom, I’ve got
               to go.”
            

            
            “Who was that?” Carly asked casually. She was totally doing the cop thing, disguised as the mom thing.

            
            “That’s Marty—”

            
            “Daran’s cousin? The guy who owns the house?” She wanted an address and a surname to work with. Daran was Black, but it was
               entirely possible his cousin was white. If not, she’d take any extra information Anthony could provide.
            

            
            “No, just a friend.”

            
            “Yeah? Where are you guys—”

            
            “Sorry, Mom. Got to go. Bye.” Anthony killed the call. His image froze for a moment, then disappeared. Carly continued to
               stare at the screen for ten seconds, then made another call.
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            Teardrops, the most distinctive of prison tattoos. Marty had three of them beneath his right eye. They sometimes denoted a
               long time spent behind bars but were more commonly associated with the wearer having killed someone.
            

            
            Anthony’s phone was the latest model, top of the line, and its camera clear enough for Carly to see that two of Marty’s teardrop
               tattoos were solid, and one was outlined. This last suggested an attempted murder.
            

            
            Two kills. One attempted kill. Or maybe Marty just liked the look of prison-style tattoos and hadn’t served a day in his life.

            
            Yeah, maybe . . . but with Marty now associating with her son—Just a friend, Anthony had said—Carly wanted to find out for certain.
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            “Carly Rivers, my sister from another mister. How you doing, girl?”

            
            “Hey, Oscar.”

            
            Detective Oscar Fry had been Carly’s partner for the last three years. He’d earned his stripes on patrol in Miami-Dade, then
               spent six years working special victims for Miami PD before transferring to Jax, first in vice, then homicide. Oscar was younger
               than Carly but had more experience. Like Ter, he’d graduated from the academy at the age of twenty-three.
            

            
            He and Carly were a good team. They had developed a solid working chemistry through an abundance of patience, a lack of ego,
               and by simply listening to each other. It helped that they’d become friends and had several things in common: both came from
               working-class, God-fearing homes, and they shared a love for reality TV (the trashier, the better). More poignantly, they
               had admitted only to each other that one of the reasons they’d joined the police was to help them manage certain psychological
               issues: anger for Carly, generalized anxiety for Oscar. It was a kind of exposure therapy. If being a cop didn’t fix them,
               nothing would.
            

            
            They chatted briefly. Carly told Oscar how she was doing and didn’t sugarcoat it. Oscar filled her in on what had been happening in the department, the unit specifically, and said he was looking forward to her coming back. Carly was signed off until the end of September—only five weeks away—and still wasn’t sure if a return to work would kill or cure her. 

            
            “I assume you called for a reason?” Oscar said. It was his day off. He was watching preseason football in his backyard. Carly
               heard his kids splashing in the pool.
            

            
            “Yeah. Hoping you can do a little digging for me.”

            
            “Okay.”

            
            “I need you to reach out to our friends in Ohio. I don’t have much to go on, just a bad vibe. I’m looking for a Caucasian
               male, late thirties, early forties. Average build. First name Marty. Maybe Martin.”
            

            
            “You’re looking for a white guy in Ohio called Martin?” Oscar said, and whistled through his teeth. “Jesus Christ.”

            
            “I have more,” Carly said. “Well, a little more: he lives in or around the Toledo area. He also has facial tattoos: teardrops—”
            

            
            “Oh,” Oscar said. He got it.

            
            “Three of them,” Carly continued, “beneath his right eye. Two solid, one outlined. He’s probably done time. I’m thinking murder,
               and attempted murder.”
            

            
            “Teardrops for murder, that’s more of a West Coast thing,” Oscar said. “They could signify the time he spent inside, or the
               death of a family member—”
            

            
            “Or they could signify nothing at all,” Carly admitted, and sighed. “Either way, it’s a distinguishing feature and will narrow
               the search.”
            

            
            “What’s your interest here?”

            
            “He’s hanging around with my kid—”

            
            “Oh.”

            
            “Right? And if Marty’s got a rap sheet—and I strongly suspect he does—I want to see it.”

            
            Oscar assured Carly he’d get on it ASAP. Carly told him to enjoy his day off, but yeah, ASAP would be good. She hung up and for the first time in weeks felt a little buzz inside. It was good to be thinking like a cop again, doing cop stuff, even if the reason for it was potentially unsettling. 
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            Oscar messaged her the following afternoon with a link to the department’s cloud storage, where he’d placed a file containing
               rap sheets on eight Martins, three Martys, and one Martell. All were Caucasian males from Ohio or southeast Michigan, and
               all had teardrop tattoos beneath their right eye. Their crimes ranged from drug possession to first-degree murder.
            

            
            Carly logged in using her badge number and password. She studied all twelve booking photos. None looked like the Marty who
               had walked in on her call with Anthony. She’d seen him for only five seconds, and he’d been wearing a ball cap, but his pale,
               stony face and the placement of those tattoos was seared into her memory.
            

            
            Maybe Anthony’s new friend wasn’t a convicted felon, after all, and the reason for those inked teardrops was entirely benign.

            
            Or . . .

            
            He had committed his crime and served his time somewhere else. This seemed more likely. Carly recalled the ball cap Marty
               had been wearing—not the Browns, Buckeyes, Lions, Tigers, or any other Ohio or Michigan based sports team. He’d been wearing
               a Saints cap. New Orleans, Louisiana. Something else about this tickled Carly’s mind. She took a deep breath, zoned in, but
               it wouldn’t come.
            

            
            Her laptop screen blurred. The images doubled . . . tripled. Carly had been staring at it for two straight hours. She wiped
               her eyes and took a break—grabbed ice cream from the freezer and sat on her back deck spooning it directly from the carton.
               She had cabbage palms in her yard that swayed and whispered whenever the wind blew just so. Carly adored the sound. She rocked
               from side to side, mimicking the palms’ motion, and whispered back:
            

            
            “Marty . . . Marty . . . Marty . . .”
            

            
            And then it came to her. Carly put the ice cream down, dashed inside the house, and called Oscar again.
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            “Any luck?”

            
            “No,” Carly replied. “But thank you. I appreciate you stepping up.”

            
            “Always.”

            
            “I’m not done. I’ve got one more thing to try. Are you in?”

            
            “Always.”

            
            Carly smiled. “Okay. Run the search again, but with a different name. A nickname, I think: Mardi. M-A-R-D-I, as in Mardi Gras.”
            

            
            “Gotcha,” Oscar said. “Worth a shot.”

            
            “Dude was wearing a Saints hat, too.”

            
            “Definitely worth a shot.”
            

            
            Carly lowered her forehead into one hand, knowing she was clutching at straws, but what else was she supposed to do? “Listen,
               if you get a hit, an actual name, run it through Louisiana. Could be he’s got history there.”
            

            
            “Leave it with me,” Oscar said.

            
            Carly thanked him and hung up. She returned to the back deck and to her ice cream, but it had already melted. The wind had
               picked up, though, and the palm trees sounded beautiful.
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            Oscar got back to her in forty-one minutes:

            
            
               Is this your guy? ;)

            

            The winking face suggested he knew damn well it was her guy. Carly clicked the link and entered her password again. She found
               a new file containing a single criminal record.
            

            
            “There you are,” she said.

            
            Brian “Mardi” Roberson, born March 11, 1984, in LaPlace, Louisiana. He moved to Cleveland when he was seventeen and worked as a lot boy at a Pontiac dealership, which obviously didn’t provide the kind of income he felt he deserved. He started selling drugs on the side, marijuana to begin with, then the more serious stuff. In 2005, Mardi was arrested and charged with possession of a Schedule 1 narcotic with intent to sell. He served six and a half years of a ten-year sentence. Mardi violated his parole soon after—possession of a prohibited weapon, in this case a sawed-off shotgun—and was sent back to Grafton Correctional Institute. 

            
            He moved to Toledo in 2016 and soon acquainted himself with the local authorities, who arrested him three times in the space
               of four years: breaking and entering, operating a vehicle while impaired, and felonious assault. This final offense earned
               him six years at Lorain Correctional. He got out in June 2024, having served two thirds of the term, and had since managed
               to avoid arrest.
            

            
            Oscar had included nothing from Mardi’s juvenile years in Louisiana. Those records would be harder to obtain, and Carly didn’t
               need to see them. Mardi’s time in the Midwest was colorful enough. There was small comfort in knowing that he wasn’t a murderer.
               Not a convicted murderer, in any case. Maybe he’d shanked a few guys at Grafton or Lorain. Or maybe his victims, and therefore his crimes,
               were buried deep and remained undiscovered.
            

            
            Carly closed her eyes and shuddered. She had some experience in that department.

            
            The significance of the teardrop tattoos didn’t matter. Carly had the measure of Brian “Mardi” Roberson. She’d met a thousand
               people like him in her career. He was a convicted drug dealer (reprehensible profiling or not, her initial judgment had been
               right on the money), and a stain on society.
            

            
            Just a friend, Anthony had said.
            

            
            A friend.

            
            Carly stared at Mardi’s recent booking photo—that pale face, those rigid lines—with one certainty circling her mind: She didn’t
               want this shitbird anywhere near her son.
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            Carly printed the entire rap sheet. Twenty-eight pages, including fingerprints, personal information, and six mug shots dating
               from 2005 to 2020. She then went online and booked a one-way flight to Detroit—the closest nonstop she could get to Toledo—departing
               JAX at 11:46 the following morning.
            

            
            Guess who’s coming to your neck of the woods, she texted Dana.
            

            
            
               OMG!! SO EXCITED!!!

            

            Carly had no idea how long she’d be away. Jesus, how long would it take to slap some sense into a twenty-one-year-old man?
               She wanted to spend time with Dana as well. Carly had a feeling that her effervescent friend would be just the tonic she needed.
            

            
            She laundered clothes and packed enough for one week, then went to her big empty bed. One thing she hadn’t told anyone, including
               Dr. Susan: She hadn’t washed the sheets since before Ter had died, and could still smell him in the fibers. His sweat. His
               love. Carly placed her head on his pillow, breathed him in, and fell asleep.
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            She woke in the small hours clutching the right side of her face. She’d dreamed that somebody had tattooed a single teardrop
               there. Ter had been in the dream, too. Only his voice, though. “How many secrets did you keep from me, Car?” Ter had whispered.
               Carly looked for him but the only person she saw was Mardi. He stood in a dark corner and stared at her, smiling judgmentally.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Imitation of Life

         
         
            1

            His name was Logan. Shit no, it was Lucas. Lucas. He was blond, six one, and gym-fit, somewhere between forty and fifty. He claimed he’d been a stunt double for Brad Pitt
               and Ryan Gosling. Dana hadn’t believed him, then he showed her the photos on his phone. Maybe AI-generated. His smile was
               real, though. His teeth were white and healthy. His eyes shone with a mischievous cool.
            

            
            Dana went with him to his hotel. He wasn’t a stunt double anymore, he’d said as they walked. He was a motivational speaker,
               in town to deliver a rousing pep talk to a bunch of car salespeople. Traveling the country was one of the perks of the job.
               Dana nodded politely but couldn’t imagine a trip to Black Ash ever being considered a perk.
            

            
            “You didn’t tell me your line of work,” he said.

            
            “You didn’t ask.”

            
            “I’m asking now.” Oh, that smile.

            
            “I’m in real estate,” she lied.

            
            “Really? Residential or commercial?”

            
            Dana side-eyed him, partly playful, mostly cynical. He had zero goddamn interest in her vocation. She could sell real estate
               on the moon, for all he cared. All he wanted was to get her naked and go heels-to-Jesus. She played along, though, because
               why the fuck not?
            

            
            “Mainly residential,” she said.

            
            “I bet you’re good at it,” he said, touching the streak in her hair.

            
            He was rough with her. Of course he was. Most men were. That strip of fiery hair was like a red rag to a bull. He choked her, spanked her, spat in her mouth. Gentle sex was a rarity for Dana. It happened with the half dozen or so long-term boyfriends she’d had (except for Warner, who’d always manifested his lion persona in the bedroom). Once they’d proved themselves, they removed their war paint and relaxed. Gentle sex wasn’t necessarily better, but it was more honest. There was some humanness to it. This man, Lucas, was all body and exterior, and that was fine with Dana. She didn’t want his soul, anyway. 

            
            He lay prostrate afterward, rumbling contentedly from the chest, like a well-fed dog. Dana showered, recovered her clothes,
               and dressed. They barely made eye contact.
            

            
            “You can stay if you want,” he said. It was 3:01 a.m.

            
            “Thanks, but I have to get back to my cats.” She didn’t own cats.

            
            “You okay to get home?”

            
            “I’m fine. I know this town.”

            
            She kissed his sweaty forehead, and he squeezed her forearm as she leaned in, the most intimate gesture they’d shared all
               night. There was no band of gold on Lucas’s finger, but even in the bar she’d noticed the circle of paler, pinched skin where
               his wedding ring usually lived.
            

            
            He was no better than Dana expected, no different than most. She left without looking back.
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            Her apartment was a forty-minute walk from the Holiday Inn Express, but the streets gave Dana a bad vibe. No Ubers in the
               area, not at this time. She called a cab. The driver was a heavyset woman with stubbly jowls and a meter that didn’t work.
               “Fucking thing,” she snarled, hitting it with the side of her fist. She charged Dana ten dollars and told racist jokes most
               of the way. Dana zoned her out.
            

            
            She got home at 3:33, took another shower—the cab was disgusting—and climbed into bed. This wasn’t late for Dana. She rarely turned in before 3:00. It was one of the benefits of not having to start work until early afternoon. Tuesdays and Fridays she collected for Warner. Mondays, Thursdays, and Saturdays she worked at Stars Align, Warner’s sports bar in Antelope Falls. Her paycheck from the bar covered both jobs. 

            
            Dana normally fell asleep within minutes of her head hitting the pillow. She considered it her superpower. Not tonight, though.
               She thought about Carly, who’d texted earlier to say she’d be visiting soon. Dana had responded with appropriate enthusiasm,
               but an icy dismay had settled in her chest. Everything—well, almost everything—she’d told Carly about her life, her happiness and fulfillment, had been a lie.
            

            
            Also, crucially, Carly was a cop, and a good cop, so it appeared. Dana lay in her bed, in her apartment, mostly paid for with
               drug money, and thought about that.
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            Rook Begović sat across from her, twitching his left leg beneath the table. He did this when he came in light. He otherwise displayed
               no emotion. His face was blank. His hands were loosely clasped and did not shake. But his left leg went up and down, side
               to side. Dana heard the rustle of his jeans and felt the vibration as it traveled from his leg, through his torso, along his
               arms, and into the tabletop.
            

            
            “How was your week, Rook?” Dana asked him.

            
            He cleared his throat and looked at Colm Stockwell, sitting quietly in the corner. Colm’s job was to intimidate and protect;
               drug dealers were not the simplest of business partners to keep in line. It helped to have a big, dangerous human on hand.
            

            
            “Dunno what you expect from me,” Rook said.

            
            “Don’t be a fucking idiot,” Dana said, leaning forward in her seat. “You know exactly what we expect.”

            
            “It’s a grind, bitch. My boys are slinging eight-balls to broke-ass tweakers for forty dollars a pop. I got no connections.”

            
            “Haze Morello,” Colm said, folding his jacked arms. “I told you to stick with him.”

            
            “Haze don’t trust me,” Rook replied. He tapped his chest, then flicked the same finger toward Colm. “He don’t trust you, neither. Not since you double-crossed Brankovich.” 

            
            “He’ll come around,” Colm said. “Like most crooks, he’s got a half-size brain. Keep working him.”

            
            “That’s what I’m tryna do,” Rook said. There was an impatient hitch in his voice. “But for right now, shit is hard.”

            
            There was a dead moth stuck in the air conditioner vent. Its wings fluttered in imitation of life. It had been there for a
               week. Eventually, like all things, it would break apart and blow away. Dana wondered if she would hear its wings beating if
               she angled her ear close to the vent: the sound of life in something utterly lifeless. At her most skeptical—and today was
               one of those days—she felt a lot like that dead insect: all the sound and motion, but none of the feel.
            

            
            They were in a back office at Fontana Financial PLLC. Gregg Fontana was Warner’s Midwest accountant (his real name was Gregg
               Spurdle but he used “Fontana” because he believed it had a sentimental 1950s undertone, eliciting a melancholy for more wholesome
               times and core American values). He was a former Lutheran minister with a penchant for giclée reproductions and a talent for
               managing illicit revenue. When the money landed in Warner’s various accounts, it was 15 percent lighter and as clean as North
               Dakotan dew. Dana disliked Fontana as much as she disliked the office he’d given her to work in: a small, windowless space
               with gray carpet tiles and a “Caravaggio” on the wall. It was discreet, though, accessed via a back door, so it served its
               purpose.
            

            
            “The suspense is killing me, Rook,” she said.

            
            Rook lifted a backpack from the floor at his feet. He unzipped it and pulled out a Lions hoodie, a paperback novel, and a
               pair of sandals. He set these items on the table, as he did every week, then reached into the backpack again and removed the
               brown paper bag that had been scrunched up at the bottom. Rook unrolled the top, peered inside, and took out three bundles
               of cash.
            

            
            “Eighty-two hundred,” he said, setting the straps down next to the sandals. “That’s from my crew in the Keyhole.” Finch Grove, a vaguely keyhole-shaped neighborhood in northwest Black Ash, had been Rook’s turf for the last nineteen months. 

            
            Dana tossed the straps to Colm, who started counting.

            
            “That’s the good news,” Rook said.

            
            Dana raised one eyebrow.

            
            Rook puffed out his cheeks, reached into the paper bag again, and took out a bundle of twenties and tens secured with a rubber
               band. He placed it on the table and nudged it toward Dana.
            

            
            “Motor Park,” he said. His leg twitched twice as fast.

            
            “Doesn’t look like much,” Dana said.

            
            “Because it ain’t.”

            
            Dana picked up the money and flicked through the bills, counting without removing the rubber band. “Colm, how much was Sweet
               Keys pulling in Motor Park?”
            

            
            “Twelve, on average,” Colm replied. “Never less than ten.”

            
            “Thousand, right?”

            
            Colm laughed. What a silly question.

            
            Dana cracked a dry smile, then looked at Rook with absolute seriousness. “Shit, Rook.”

            
            He swallowed uncomfortably and wiped his throat.

            
            “Twenty-seven hundred dollars?” Dana tossed the bills onto the table.

            
            “Like I said, it’s a fucking grind.”

            
            “That’s four hundred dollars a day. Not even. Jesus Christ, what the fuck are you doing?”
            

            
            “I told you: selling eight-balls to down-and-out motherfuckers and busting our asses doing it.”

            
            “Busting your asses?” Colm said, sneering. “You can make four hundred in twenty minutes at the Laguna Motel.”

            
            “It ain’t our turf, man. You don’t just roll in and start making bank. There’s a . . . a . . .” Rook squinted his eyes and tapped the center
               of his forehead, trying to nudge the right word into place. After several seconds, it came to him: “A fucking process.”
            

            
            “You’re the only vendor on those streets,” Dana noted. “There’s a demand in Motor Park and you’ve got the supply. That’s the only process you need to worry about.” 

            
            “Yeah? Well maybe all the demand followed Brankovich to Ann Arbor.” A glob of spit flew from Rook’s mouth and landed just beneath Dana’s left eye. “You ever
               think about that?”
            

            
            “We expected a lean start, but not this lean.” Dana palmed the spit from her face and tossed the money back at Rook. “I can’t take this to the boss. Go buy yourself
               some gum.”
            

            
            “Fuck you, bitch.” Rook picked up the bundle and threw it back at Dana—threw it hard. Twenty-seven hundred dollars was not a sizable haul in this line of work, but it made a fat stack when comprised of twenties
               and tens. The strap bounced off Dana’s shoulder and slapped against her jaw. It felt like a slap, too—an openhanded, angry
               rebuke from some lunkheaded piece of shit she’d rubbed the wrong way (there’d been a few). The rubber band snapped and the
               money flew everywhere, fluttering to the ground like dirty green confetti.
            

            
            Colm stepped in. He was out of his chair and on top of Rook in one smooth motion. Rook tried to fend him off, but he was the
               smaller of the two men by far. Colm grabbed the back of his head and drove his face into the wooden tabletop. Everything on
               it jumped. One of Rook’s sandals fell to the floor. Rook went limp and Colm slammed his face down again, even harder. “Show
               some fucking respect,” he grunted. Blood spurted from Rook’s busted mouth.
            

            
            Dana’s eyes tracked to the vent and to the dead moth’s wings, still fluttering.
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            Dana left Avon Hill in April 2002. She remembered telling Carly that she was moving away and never coming back. They were
               in a booth at the Doo-Wop Diner, clasping hands across the table. “I can’t be here anymore,” she’d whispered, and Carly had
               told her that she’d been thinking about leaving town, too.
            

            
            “It feels like it’s always raining,” she’d said.

            
            Dana had nodded emphatically. Yes, exactly that.
            

            
            “Where are you going?” Carly had a little blob of mustard on her chin. It was strangely adorable and had made Dana think that
               they were still so young. Too young for all this.
            

            
            “Cincinnati,” Dana had replied. “I’ve got a job looking after some rich woman’s pets. Someone my neighbor knows. It comes
               with accommodation.”
            

            
            This was true and would be one of the few truths that Dana told Carly over the years to come. The rich woman turned out to
               be Peggy Twist, 1960s fashion icon turned pop star, just as famous for the men she’d dated: Mickey Dolenz, Dennis Wilson,
               Charles Napier, David Crosby, Terry Melcher, Frank Zappa, and Joe Namath. In the late seventies, Peggy had surrendered her
               headline-grabbing lifestyle in Laurel Canyon for the ’burbs of Cincinnati and had dropped men in favor of pets. Lots of pets. When Dana met Peggy in 2002, she lived in a $2 million home in Indian Hill with forty-six animals, including three
               alpacas, five servals, and a pot-bellied pig named Keith. Dana was one of three resident helpers. She’d never worked so hard
               in her life.
            

            
            It lasted only six months. Peggy suffered a stroke and drowned while swimming with her two pygmy hippos. Her house was sold.
               The animals and staff found new homes.
            

            
            Dana had stayed in touch with Carly, who’d recently moved to Jacksonville, Florida, and worked as a server at a busy beachfront
               bar. Dana considered joining her but knew that it was a bad idea. Carly was beautiful and they would always be friends, but
               she was tied to Avon Hill, and being around her again would be a constant reminder of the things they had left behind.
            

            
            So Dana stayed in Cincinnati, bouncing from job to job (working in a mailroom, at a florist’s, in a liquor store, in reception at a dental office) and, much like the late great Peggy Twist, from man to man. Dana had twelve boyfriends during her first five years in Cincinnati, none of them serious, all of them brimming with promises they couldn’t keep. In fairness, Dana was not entirely sure what she was looking for. She saw these twelve relationships as buffers between her and her past—trees that she’d planted to crowd out the weeds. 

            
            Then she met Sugar Lee Thompson. He was a musician (of course), a poet (of course), and a recovering alcoholic. Twenty-eight,
               with shaggy black hair and gunmetal-blue eyes. Sugar Lee would have been right at home in Greenwich Village in the 1960s,
               hanging out with Phil Ochs and Dave Van Ronk, but had to settle for busking on street corners in Over-the-Rhine. Dana met
               him in a suitably bohemian coffee shop, where hipsters sat barefoot on creaky leather sofas, drinking Italian coffee and putting
               the world to rights. “Feel Good Inc.” by Gorillaz played on the sound system. Sugar Lee tapped his feet in time. He wore scruffy
               Chuck Taylors with mismatched laces. Dana was drawn to him instantly.
            

            
            “You like this song, huh?” she said, looking at him over the lip of her coffee mug.

            
            “Uh-huh. I like the band.” Sugar Lee blew on the froth on the top of his latte and smiled at her. “They’re interesting. Most
               of the members are not even real, you know. They’re virtual. It’s an artistic response to manufactured boy bands.”
            

            
            “That so?” Dana sipped her coffee and tilted her head. “How does something that isn’t real play a guitar?”

            
            “Good question,” Sugar Lee said. “I used to wonder the same thing about the Banana Splits. No way those fat, furry fingers
               can fret properly.”
            

            
            Dana laughed and moved closer to him on the sofa. As their conversation progressed, she found herself edging closer still.
               That night, she watched Sugar Lee play at a club called the Full Stop, and although she didn’t quite fall head over heels
               for him there and then, she came very close.
            

            
            “Color me impressed,” she said to him afterward. “You write all those songs yourself?”

            
            “Me and my virtual friends,” Sugar Lee replied, tapping the side of his head.

            
            It turned out that these virtual friends were in fact his demons. Sugar Lee had recently received his one-year sobriety coin from Alcoholics Anonymous. That year had been the most prolific of his career, but his music had taken a more somber turn. He wrote songs about disassociation, despair, and loss. The energies that had steered him toward drinking were still present but manifesting in a more creative way. Dana recognized this and sought not to extinguish his darkness (it was a part of what made him so complex, so interesting), but to balance it out. As their relationship deepened, hints of optimism appeared in his music. He wrote “Rainfall” after
               Dana had uttered those three little words, “I love you,” for the first time, and they’d consummated the moment in the back
               of Sugar Lee’s old Chevy Astro, squeezed in between his guitars and amps. The song wasn’t about the rain as much as it was
               about the rich smell of the earth afterward, the vividness of the trees and grass. “Woman of Light” was written about Dana,
               characterizing her touch, intimacy, and soulfulness.
            

            
            They moved to Los Angeles after eight months together. Sugar Lee wanted to advance his career, and immersing himself in a
               more vital music scene was a good place to start. It was either L.A. or New York City. Dana pushed for the West Coast, not
               because of the palm trees and sunshine (which was what she told Sugar Lee), but because New York was too close to Avon Hill
               for her liking.
            

            
            They rented a one-bedroom apartment in Los Feliz. Sugar Lee started out in clubs and bars for a hundred dollars a night, opening
               for established acts, playing mostly to empty rooms. Dana waited tables at the Tamale Lounge in Echo Park. Between them, they
               made enough to keep the wolves from the door and have a little fun every now and then.
            

            
            I finally feel free, she had texted Carly shortly after arriving, sitting on her balcony while Sugar Lee played next to her, barefoot and shirtless,
               and the palm trees in her neighborhood bristled in accompaniment. This is what I was made for

            
            Avon hill is behind us girl, Carly texted back.
            

            
            This was the spring of 2008. Dana was twenty-seven years old. She had plenty of runway ahead of her and felt that she and
               Sugar Lee were still taxiing. They’d be picking up speed and airborne soon enough. Her texts and emails to Carly suggested
               this had already happened. They were based on truths—mostly harmless embellishments. She told Carly that she and Sugar Lee lived in a two-bedroom apartment in the Hills with a rooftop pool and a view of the Hollywood sign, and that she worked at the Polo Lounge in Beverly Hills, a known hot spot for superstars. She mentioned that Sugar Lee was playing to packed houses on the Strip and courting big-time producers; it was just a matter of time before he was signed to a label. Dana wasn’t concerned that Carly would want to visit her in L.A. and expose her fabrications; it was still too soon for them to meet face-to-face. Besides, Carly really was living her best life. She was married to a tall, dark, and handsome cop and had the cutest three-year-old kid (Dana had seen pictures—lots of pictures). Did it really matter if Dana stretched the truth a little?
            

            
            She and Sugar Lee did pick up speed, though. There was a passage of months—maybe six, although it felt so brief, looking back—where
               they were at full throttle and their wheels had left the runway. First, they got engaged. Sugar Lee proposed to her after
               a show in Venice Beach, at which a producer from Elemental Cat Records handed Sugar Lee his card. (“You need to call me, man,” he’d said.) Second, Sugar Lee signed with Elemental Cat and was given a $10,000 advance and a band to record
               with. Third, Dana got pregnant—a perfect and welcome accident. Dana had no idea it was everything she wanted until it happened.
            

            
            
               Guess whos gonna be a mamma???

               OMG yes! YES!!! Crying happy tears right now

               Thank u. Luv u

               Luv u 2

            

            It was the happiest time of Dana’s life. Nothing before, or since, had come remotely close.

            
            Her downfall was sudden, spectacular, and devastating. She lost the baby at eleven weeks, just before entering her second trimester. It was the size of a strawberry, too young to determine gender, but the hole it left in Dana and Sugar Lee’s life was moon-size and unspeakably dark. Their love didn’t falter, though, and they clung to each other like tree animals in a storm. Sugar Lee vented his emotions through his work. His album, My Friend, My Enemy was released to critical acclaim. 2-Eleven Magazine said it “peeled back the layers one chord progression at a time, exposing a soul that was exquisitely versed in pain, hope,
               and melody,” while Shiny Side Down called it “one of the most vital, honest albums of the decade.”
            

            
            Unfortunately, while critical success was sweet on the ear, it didn’t make quite the same cha-ching sound as commercial success, and in this regard My Friend, My Enemy was a discordant failure. The record company managed to get Sugar Lee some radio play and a few bigger gigs, but in the end
               his debut album limped along, then faded away. Sugar Lee said the experience was like training a boxer for a whole year and
               then watching him get knocked out in the first round.
            

            
            The disappointment, on top of losing the baby, was too much for his soul to take. He turned to alcohol again: his friend,
               his enemy. One generous shot of bourbon was all it took. It was like surrendering the keys to his life, allowing something
               depersonalized and insatiable to take control. One shot became two . . . then three . . . then it was the entire bottle. That
               first time, Dana rose from their bed in the early hours to find Sugar Lee collapsed on the kitchen floor with a nearly empty
               bottle of Maker’s Mark clasped in one hand. The second time, she’d driven straight from work to the Downtown Medical Center
               after Sugar Lee had collapsed drunk in the street and thumped his head on a newspaper rack. He’d needed twelve stitches.
            

            
            Dana tried to intervene, of course, but it was like trying to stop a runaway horse by stepping in front of it. Every conversation
               devolved into an argument, which in turn drove Sugar Lee to the bottle. His AA sponsor flew to Los Angeles to help, and everything
               was good for the four days that he was in town. The moment he returned to Cincy, Sugar Lee lost control and found himself
               at the bottom of yet another bottle.
            

            
            It was too much for Dana. She could not handle this level of heartache, not after everything she’d been through and the steps
               she’d taken to make her life better. She packed her bags and left Sugar Lee on September 13, 2009, seven months to the day
               after My Friend, My Enemy was released, and nineteen months after they had chased their dreams to California.
            

            
            “Sugar, I love you, but I can’t watch you do this to yourself.”

            
            “I know, baby.”

            
            “You need to get your shit together.”

            
            “I will, I promise . . . I will.”

            
            He was dead by Thanksgiving. He died alone in the apartment they’d shared, the radio playing to no one, empty bottles scattered
               across the carpet and his guitar on the floor beside him.
            

            
            Dana attempted to get her life back on track, but the city’s wildness and momentum swept her away. A year of her life passed
               in a blur. More men. More bad decisions. A string of dead-end jobs. She’d moved into a shared house in East Los Angeles but
               was evicted after the landlord found a kilo of heroin (not hers) stuffed down the back of the sofa. Dana slept in her car
               for two weeks, until she found new digs: a basement apartment with no air-conditioning and a rat problem.
            

            
            
               Whos got 2 thumbs and is going to police academy?

               OMFG!!! U serious?

               100% I start next month. 18 wks basic training. So excited!!!

               Wow thats wild sooooo happy for u Carly xoxo

            

            Dana pulled sixty-hour work weeks at Emphasis, a restaurant in North Hollywood that was expensive enough to keep the riffraff
               away, but not so elite that there was a waiting list for tables. On a Wednesday night in March 2011, her colleague, Sonya,
               pulled her to one side. She had a devilish glint in her eyes.
            

            
            “Lucky bitch,” she said.

            
            “What are you talking about?” Dana asked.

            
            “The guy on table nine. He’s been looking at you all night. I mean, really checking you out. You didn’t notice?”
            

            
            “Not really.” Dana had totally noticed.
            

            
            “You know who that is?”

            
            Dana shook her head.

            
            “Warner Prince,” Sonya said.

            
            “Warner . . .”

            
            “Prince. Jesus, Dana. You remember Little Pitchers?”
            

            
            “That old TV show?”

            
            “Right. He”—Sonya unsubtly jerked her thumb toward table nine—“was Lalo Soto in Little Pitchers. He did some other stuff. A few movies, I guess. Nothing good. But yeah, he’s most famous for playing Lalo Soto in Little Pitchers.”
            

            
            Dana looked over at table nine and Warner Prince returned her gaze. He tilted his wineglass toward her and smiled. She could
               just about see Lalo Soto—a goofball kid in grubby pinstripes and a sideways ball cap—tucked deep inside. The real-life man
               he’d become was entirely different: Fit, handsome, with a manicured beard and daring brown eyes. Dana flushed and turned away,
               her heart going giddyap.
            

            
            “See,” Sonya said, grinning. “He likes you.”
            

            
            “I don’t know about that.”

            
            “He quit Hollywood, doesn’t act anymore. But still . . .” Sonya angled her body so Warner couldn’t see and rubbed her thumb
               and forefinger together. “He owns multiple businesses. Super wealthy. Good looking, too.”
            

            
            Dana glanced at Warner again and nodded.

            
            “He’s the complete package,” Sonya said. She made a swooning gesture and winked. “I tell you, girl, you end up with him, and
               your life suddenly gets a lot better.”
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            Colm slammed Rook’s face into the tabletop one more time. His nose made a sound like a wet sponge hitting a window. He babbled
               something—more blood spritzing from his mouth—as Colm threw him to the floor and stomped on his chest.
            

            
            “That’s enough, Colm,” Dana said.

            
            The ex-cop stepped back, pumped with adrenaline. Color had risen from the collar of his Tigers hoodie all the way to his reddish buzzcut. Rook squirmed on the floor and said “Motherfucker” over and over again. Fortunately, this grungy little storage room was way in back, out of earshot of Gregg Fontana’s main office and legitimate clientele. 

            
            “Apologize to the lady,” Colm said to Rook.

            
            “Motherfucker.”

            
            “Apologize.”
            

            
            “Fuck . . . fuck, okay. Okay. I’m sorry, all right?” Rook labored to one knee, dragging a sleeve across his busted nose. “Jesus fucking Christ, I’m fucking
               sorry.”
            

            
            “Now get the fuck out of here,” Colm snapped, pointing at the door. “And do better next time.”

            
            “In every department,” Dana added. She made the same thumb-and-forefinger gesture that Sonya had made at Emphasis all those
               years ago. Rook staggered to his feet, grabbed his shit, and exited the office. Colm puffed out a big breath and started to
               pick the twenties and tens up off the floor.
            

            
            Dana got out of her chair. She dragged it across the room, positioned it beneath the vent, then stood on the seat and placed
               her ear close to the dead moth. Its wings purred. Colm looked at her curiously. Dana remained where she was for a moment,
               listening to that semblance of life—that desperate and senseless motion. She wanted to cry. Instead, she hopped down off the
               seat and helped Colm pick up the money.
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            Over the next four hours, she collected from Hailey Shaw, who catered to Antelope Falls’ small but needy methamphetamine market, and from their dealers in Graytown, Irvington, and Central—three of Black Ash’s more lucrative neighborhoods. These meetings ran smoothly. No blood spilled. On Friday, Dana would collect from Woodvale, Ford, and Devon Park (all in Black Ash), and from their established turf in west Monticello. She would also see how Tommy “the Ghoul” Galway had faired in Hester Wood—the other neighborhood recently appropriated from Jake Brankovich. Then, with the week’s take collected, Dana would run the dirty bills through their old but reliable currency counter, separate operating costs (to pay the cook and the dealers), and hand the remaining cash over to Gregg Fontana. He would work his magic, and a few weeks later the money—minus Gregg’s 15 percent—would appear, freshly laundered, in Warner’s bank accounts. 

            
            It was not the life she wanted, but perhaps the life she deserved. Carly’s words recurred to her, and not for the first time
               since she’d called:
            

            
            God is punishing me.

            
            “No shit, sister,” Dana mumbled.

            
            “Huh?” Colm looked up. He was scrubbing Rook Begović’s blood out of the carpet.
            

            
            “Talking to myself,” Dana said. “I’m going home. See you Friday.”

            
            She placed the money she’d collected that day ($62,400) into the safe behind the “Caravaggio,” then left Fontana Financial
               PLLC through the back door. It was 5:37 p.m. She drove to her apartment in Irvington with the windows open and the radio playing.
               It was mostly commercials, then “Survivor” by Destiny’s Child came on and Dana was transported back to 2001. This was her
               and Carly’s song. They would dance and posture and sing along to this whenever they heard it, wherever they were: in the car,
               in the street, at Lulu’s Cantina or the DVD Shack on Monte Carlo Avenue. Those moments had been full of magic—two unstoppable
               young women against the world. Hearing the song again now, an overwhelming sadness rushed through Dana. She turned the radio
               off with an indignant snap and focused on her surroundings.
            

            
            Pearl Boulevard, two miles from her apartment. She stopped at a red and an unkempt old man crossed in front of her carrying a sign: YOU WILL BURN IN THE FIRE OF YOUR OWN HATE. He clutched the waistband of his jeans to keep them from slipping over his bony hips as he walked. Across the street, a throng of teenage boys stood beneath the marquee of the long-closed Empire Cinema, jostling, vaping, and hurling abuse at passing pedestrians. Some skinny-ass kid flipped Dana the bird and she flipped it right back. The little prick. She made a right on Perkins Road and saw three cruisers and an ambulance parked outside Double-Barrel Liquor, all lights flashing. 

            
            The Holiday Inn Express scrolled by on her left, the sight of last night’s rough-and-tumble sex with Logan or Lucas—whatever
               his fucking name was. Her body still bore the marks made by his hands. She recalled the taste of his spit and felt sick inside.
               Her phone buzzed and she was grateful for the distraction. It was Warner: I’ll see you at 8:30 p.m. (His texts were always fully punctuated, a sign of his exhausting fastidiousness.) He’d want a detailed account of the day’s
               meetings. The incident with Rook would put him in a foul mood. Something to look forward to.
            

            
            Dana made it home at 5:48. Her eleven minutes in the car had felt like an hour. She pulled into her parking space and her
               phone buzzed again. Carly this time.
            

            
            
               OK sis this grl is in Toledo when can we meet up??

            

            A cold feeling gripped Dana. Her breath caught in her throat and she started to shake. She read Carly’s message again and
               again, wishing it would go away. Typing slowly, she responded:
            

            
            
               No way!!! I can’t wait to see u let me clear up some things at work I will call u SOOOOON!!!

            

            She added three kissy emojis and a love heart.
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            Dana sat in the car until she’d mostly stopped shaking, then went up to her apartment. The elevator smelled of piss. She heard
               her neighbors yelling at each other from down the hallway. Once inside, she kicked off her shoes, got out of her blood-speckled
               clothes, and hopped in the shower. Her muscles relaxed and her tension eased. She washed her hair twice.
            

            
            With a towel wrapped around her middle and another bundled up on her head, she poured herself a huge glass of wine. A column of black smoke rose outside the kitchen window. Dana peered between the blinds and saw that some jackass had set fire to one of the dumpsters in the waste disposal area below. 

            
            Sirens howled in the distance.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Toledo
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            Around the time that Dana was listening to a dead moth’s wings, Carly’s flight took off from Jacksonville International following
               a fifty-minute delay. She touched down in Detroit at 2:40 p.m., having recouped some of that lost time in the air. Carly had
               upgraded to club for the extra comfort—she really hadn’t slept well—but had spent most of the journey in turmoil, debating
               how best to approach Anthony. Should she call to arrange a time to visit, or surprise him, thus getting a more honest impression
               of his new lifestyle and the people he’d surrounded himself with? Should she go in hard with what she’d learned about Brian
               “Mardi” Roberson, or take the good-cop approach and allow Anthony to see the danger signs in his own time? He was a smart
               kid—it shouldn’t take him long—but he hadn’t made too many smart decisions recently.
            

            
            Carly rented a Hyundai Sonata and drove south to Toledo. A brief but spectacular rain fell, forcing her to pull off U.S. 24
               and wait it out. She sat in the parking lot of a glimmering white Baptist church as thunderheads roiled overhead and raindrops
               the size of golf balls rattled off the Sonata’s bodywork. A quote from Proverbs adorned the church’s sign: THERE IS A WAY
               THAT SEEMS RIGHT TO A MAN, BUT ITS END IS THE WAY OF DEATH. Carly tried not to read it as an omen.
            

            
            An hour later—a pileup just north of the Ohio state line had slowed traffic to a crawl—Carly checked into a downtown hotel
               overlooking the Maumee River. It was expensive by Toledo standards, but she felt she was due a little indulgence. The map
               on her phone placed her exactly two miles from Anthony’s shared house in Lagrange.
            

            
            It was nearly five p.m. Carly was hungry and tired. She considered grabbing dinner at the hotel restaurant and getting an early night, dealing with Anthony tomorrow, but her maternal instincts warned her not to put this off a second longer than she had to. 

            
            “Let’s get it done,” she said. At some point during her drive from the airport, maybe while reading the sign in the church
               parking lot, she had decided to knock on Anthony’s door and surprise him. If he wasn’t home, then she would call and arrange to meet. If he stalled or didn’t show, she would call again, and keep calling, maybe camp out
               in his front yard. One way or another, she was going to see him. And soon.
            

            
            In lieu of rest, Carly splashed her face with cold water, brushed her teeth, and changed her clothes. She didn’t want to look
               too mumsy or too like a cop. Something in between would be ideal: a teacher, perhaps, or guidance counselor. Carly selected
               black jeans, a button-down shirt that she wore untucked, and an old pair of Puma sneakers. She’d tied her hair back for the
               trip but now removed the elastic and let it corkscrew onto her shoulders. A touch of makeup disguised her tiredness.
            

            
            It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.

            
            Carly grabbed what she needed and left the room. She hadn’t completely abandoned her cop persona; She’d taken a Staccato CS
               in 9mm from her checked luggage and dropped it into her purse.
            

            
            Better safe than sorry.
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            It was 5:35 by the time she pulled up outside Anthony’s place. She saw his car—her old car—parked in the street, its Florida
               license plate standing out. An encouraging sign. He was probably home.
            

            
            The neighborhood didn’t impress her. Many of the houses were small and run-down, sitting on neglected lots. Some were boarded over. There were nicer streets with cleaner houses and newer cars sitting in the driveways, but Anthony did not live on one of them. Carly had done her research. Lagrange was not exactly top of the list when it came to desirability and crime rate. When she challenged Anthony with this, he’d reiterated that it was a temporary living arrangement, that he planned to be home in three months—by Christmas at the latest. Carly had been around long enough to know that three months was plenty of time for a person’s life to slide into the shitter. 

            
            She parked across the street and surveyed the house. It was a detached traditional, two story, with an exhausted-looking front
               porch and aluminum siding. It may have once been white but was now a peeling, diseased gray. The windows were grimy, and the
               front yard was a patchwork of dead grass and weeds. A cracked cement path led to the porch steps. Carly had visited hundreds
               of houses like this during her career, and rarely for positive reasons.
            

            
            Both sides of the street were lined with houses in a similar condition. There was a playground with a couple of swings and
               a half court with chain nets. Nobody played there. A stray dog nosed through an overturned trash can. Youths loitered on the
               corner of the next block. In a more well-to-do neighborhood, they’d be questioned, maybe searched, and moved on.
            

            
            Carly sighed and grabbed her purse. She was about to exit the car when the front door of Anthony’s house opened, and three
               guys stepped onto the porch. They were late twenties, early thirties, Black. Anthony was not among them. Neither was Daran—the
               shithead friend who’d lured Anthony to this godforsaken place. The guys dropped their asses into some shabby wooden chairs,
               passed a pack of cigarettes around, and lit up. One of them had a beer. Carly buzzed her window down and tried to listen in
               on their conversation. She heard nothing but the occasional expletive and burst of laughter.
            

            
            A cruiser drove down the street, slowing as it passed the house. Both officers eyeballed the men on the porch, who stared
               back contemptuously. Carly’s old partner used to call this an ICU pass. “I’ve got nothing on you, motherfucker,” he’d whisper, touching his foot to the brake, “but I see you.” The cruiser inched past, then sped up. It turned left at the end of the block, but not before ICU-ing the youths gathered there. Carly knew it wouldn’t be long before another patrol vehicle rolled through.
            

            
            She waited a few more seconds, then zipped her window up and got out of the car.
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            The three men stopped talking and fixed their gazes on Carly as she started up the path toward them. Carly offered her friendliest
               not-a-cop smile.
            

            
            “Guys,” she said, stepping onto the porch. The boards sagged beneath her feet.

            
            “Who you lookin’ for?” one of the men asked. He was a heavy guy, dressed in a Bruce Lee T-shirt at least two sizes too small
               for him. He took a drag on his cigarette and exhaled through his nose, creating two impressive plumes.
            

            
            “Anthony Rivers,” Carly replied, trying not to breathe in too much of the cigarette smoke. It was nauseating. “I heard he
               lives here.”
            

            
            “Who are you?” another guy asked. Short locs, good-looking, a scar on his face.

            
            Carly hesitated. If she told the truth, would they cover for him? Or would Anthony have them tell her he wasn’t home? Maybe
               he’d even slip out the back door. If she lied, would that instill enough mistrust in Anthony for him to choose not to listen
               to what she had to say?
            

            
            “A friend of the family,” she said. Not a lie, not quite the truth, either. “I was in the neighborhood. Just thought I’d say
               hi.”
            

            
            The guys looked at one another. The smoke from their cigarettes rose in a bluish cloud. Music started playing inside the house.
               “Where You Been,” by Toosii. It was a song Carly was familiar with, having heard it pumping from Anthony’s room on countless
               occasions. She wondered if he was playing it now, oblivious to the fact that his mom was standing on the front porch.
            

            
            “Should I go in?” Carly gestured at the front door.

            
            “I’ll get him,” the third guy said. He took a swig from his beer, set the bottle on the porch rail, and went inside. He’d left the door ajar. Carly got a glimpse of the hallway and part of what was probably a living room. She saw a coffee table loaded with empty beer bottles, a videogame controller, and a homemade dab rig. 

            
            “Where you from?” the guy in the Bruce Lee T-shirt asked Carly. He stubbed his cigarette out on the arm of his chair and flicked
               the butt into the front yard. Carly thought that was a pretty good way to get a fire started, particularly considering all
               the dry weed between the porch and the sidewalk.
            

            
            “New Jersey,” Carly said. Also not a lie. “A town called Avon Hill. It’s about forty miles from—”

            
            “I know where it is,” the big guy interjected. He scratched his whiskery jowls, the last of the smoke leaking from his mouth
               and nose. “I’m from Elizabeth.”
            

            
            “Okay,” Carly said. “I used to go to the park there when I was a kid. Picnics. Walks around the lake.”

            
            “Warinanco.”

            
            “That’s the one.”

            
            The big guy nodded, half smiling. Carly felt some of the unease dissipate. The other guy finished his cigarette and dropped
               the butt into an empty beer bottle—much more responsible. Carly retreated to the top of the steps. Her chest was full of butterflies.
               She was seconds away from seeing Anthony and she had no idea how he would react.
            

            
            Both guys started scrolling through their phones. Whatever they’d been talking about, they did not want to continue that conversation
               in front of Carly. She had no problem with that. A couple of minutes passed. The music inside the house changed, the same
               genre, but a song Carly had never heard before.
            

            
            The front door swung fully open. Carly turned, expecting to see Anthony, wide-eyed, confused, maybe a little pissed, and justifiably
               so. She would have to smooth things over before pitching him the idea of either making better friends or, preferably, coming
               home to Florida.
            

            
            It wasn’t Anthony. Carly drew a quick breath, momentarily caught off guard. Brian “Mardi” Roberson stood three feet away from her, shirtless, tattooed across his torso, wearing the Saints hat that had helped Carly get a fix on his identity. He looked her up and down, his cold eyes assessing and undressing her. His teardrop tattoos looked particularly dark against his pale skin. 

            
            “Who dis?” he asked. He didn’t recognize her from when he’d walked in on her video call with Anthony. Carly wasn’t surprised;
               he’d only been in the room for five seconds, and she looked different with her hair down and makeup on.
            

            
            “She here for Anthony,” the guy with the scar on his face said.

            
            “Hmm, she look like a cop.” Mardi had a small, crooked joint in his hand. He popped one end into his mouth and felt the front
               pockets of his baggy-ass jeans for something to light it with. “She even stand like a cop.”
            

            
            “What makes you such an expert?” Carly asked.

            
            “Been around enough cops in my time.” Mardi found his Zippo, flipped the lid, and lit his joint. He displayed a grin of stained,
               uneven teeth and blew a pungent cloud of smoke her way.
            

            
            Carly waved a hand in front of her face and sneered. She envisioned kicking Mardi’s legs out from beneath him and dropping
               a knee onto his sternum. A satisfying thought.
            

            
            “Tell Anthony I’ll be waiting in my car,” she said to the other two guys. “It’s parked right across the street.”

            
            She started down the porch steps and along the path. As bad as Mardi’s rap sheet was, meeting him in person really underlined
               his unpleasantness. He cackled behind her and oinked like a pig.
            

            
            Her temper cooled the moment she was back in the rental. Fifteen years ago, when Carly had told Dr. Susan that she was considering
               a career in law enforcement, she thought her therapist would shut the idea down immediately. Quite the opposite. “As a police
               officer, you’re accountable for everything you do, which means being disciplined, which in turn means governing your emotions.
               I think this level of responsibility will impel you to exercise and maintain control over your more . . . hotheaded urges.” It hadn’t always been easy, but Carly had managed to do this, employing deep breathing, muscle relaxion, and visualization techniques—as well as that old classic: counting to ten. Occasionally, she’d had to step away and let her partner handle things. And yes, there’d been moments when the lid had come off and she’d been somewhat excessive in her use of force, but they were few and far between. Relatively speaking. 

            
            Putting distance between her and Mardi was a good idea. A greater distance—a thousand miles, say—between Anthony and Mardi would be even better. Carly sighed and pressed the heel of one hand
               to her forehead. Instead of spiraling, she drew on the positives (another pro tip from Dr. Susan): This whole thing had diverted
               some of the focus away from her grief, and while she was in this part of the country, she would get to spend some time with
               her old friend.
            

            
            “Which reminds me . . .” Carly plucked her phone from her purse and texted Dana, telling her that she was in Toledo and when
               could they meet up? Carly stared at the screen for half a minute, rereading what she’d written. OK sis, such a blithe, carefree tone, this grl is in Toledo, as if she were seventeen with her future yet to be written, not forty-four and partially broken.
            

            
            Carly dropped her phone into the cupholder, realizing that she was almost as nervous about meeting Dana as she was about schooling
               Anthony on his choice of friends. They hadn’t seen each other since April 2002, when Dana had left Avon Hill bound for Cincy.
               At that time, the World Trade Center was a sixteen-acre hole in the ground, waiting, like their lives, to be revitalized,
               strengthened, resurrected. Dana had fallen off social media after leaving California, but she and Carly had called, texted,
               and FaceTimed semiregularly in the years since. This would, however, be their first face-to-face meeting in twenty-three years.
            

            
            Dana replied a few seconds later. Carly read the message, seeing if she could detect any hint of ambivalence between the lines.
               Dana had to be nervous, too. She had to know that the memories would come flooding back—the good and the bad. Had enough time
               passed for them to be able to acknowledge those memories, and talk about what they’d done, or would they strap false smiles
               onto their faces and act like everything was normal?
            

            
            Carly read Dana’s message numerous times. She detected no mixed feelings. I can’t wait to see u . . . I will call u SOOOOON!!! For now, they were both content to act like excited teenage girls, but Carly had a feeling that would change. 
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            She returned her phone to the cupholder and looked back toward the house. Anthony stood at the top of the porch steps, frowning
               at the rented Hyundai. Carly lowered her window, allowing him to see without the glare of the early evening sunlight on the
               glass. His frown was replaced by a deep eyeroll. His shoulders sagged and she clearly read his lips:
            

            
            “Fuck.”

            
            Carly hooked a thumb toward the passenger seat.

            
            “Get in,” she said.
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            “You hungry?”

            
            “No.” He sat with his arms folded and his chin on his chest. He couldn’t even look her in the eye.

            
            “Well, I am.” Carly turned left on Lagrange Street, heading south toward downtown. “Can you recommend somewhere to eat? Somewhere . . .
               nice?”
            

            
            “I’m not a restaurant guide,” Anthony grumbled. His nostrils flared as he exhaled. “I don’t know this city yet. I’ve only
               been here for, what . . . a week?”
            

            
            “Eleven days.”

            
            “Yeah, whatever.” He sucked through his teeth. Carly hated when he did that. “Eleven days and you’re already chasing me.”

            
            “I’m not chasing you,” Carly said. “I’m being a concerned mother. I want to talk to you.”

            
            “Right. And you had to travel all the way to Ohio to do that? Ever hear of a phone?”

            
            “You watch your tone with me, boy.” This was going about as well as she had expected. Maybe slightly better. Anthony had at
               least gotten in the car.
            

            
            She found an Italian restaurant with positive reviews not too far from her hotel. Anthony loved Italian food, and he sure ate a lot for someone who wasn’t hungry. His eyes lit up when he saw the menu. Carly surmised he hadn’t eaten a decent meal for . . . well, eleven days. He mowed through an order of arancini and a house salad, followed by a huge plateful of spaghetti and meatballs, with two cannoli for dessert. 

            
            “Good?” Carly asked.

            
            Anthony nodded. He’d defrosted somewhat during the meal. He wasn’t quite warm yet, but it was progress. Carly sipped her water,
               looking at him through a haze of emotions. Frustration, sadness, and anger were all present, but nothing came close to love.
            

            
            It was time to get down to the reason she’d traveled all this way.

            
            “Tell me about your new friends,” she said.

            
            “Friends?” Anthony wiped his mouth with a large cloth napkin and dropped it onto the empty plate in front of him.

            
            “The people you live with,” Carly elaborated.

            
            “Oh, right. It’s just Daran and his cousin.”

            
            “His cousin one of the guys on the front porch?”

            
            “Yeah. Jordan.” Anthony ran a fingertip across his left cheek. “The guy with the scar. He seems okay. Works for the city,
               I think, on the road crew.”
            

            
            “Who were the other guys?”

            
            “Tyler. Jonathan. Mardi.” Anthony looked out the window. He’d managed eye contact a few times but kept it at a minimum. “They’re
               Jordan’s friends. They don’t live with us.”
            

            
            Carly caught their server’s eye and gestured for the check. She sucked a morsel of food from between her teeth, washed it
               down with water, and looked at her son. It was 7:20 p.m. She was exhausted, but the longest part of the day was yet to come.
            

            
            “Tyler, Jonathan, and Mardi . . .” Carly rattled her fingernails on the tabletop, getting Anthony’s attention. “They seem
               okay, too?”
            

            
            “I guess.”

            
            “What do they do for work?”

            
            “I don’t know. I think Mardi, the white guy, works for a landscaping company. Something like that.”

            
            The check arrived. Carly handed her credit card over. The moment the server disappeared to authorize it, Anthony leaned across
               the table and whispered:
            

            
            “They’re not drug dealers, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

            
            Carly didn’t say anything else until they’d left the restaurant and were sitting in the rental, in the parking lot. The windows
               were down. The radio played at a low volume. Monroe Street fizzed with evening traffic and a few early bugs flickered around
               the streetlights.
            

            
            “Where are you?” Carly asked, turning to look at Anthony. “In your soul, I mean.”

            
            Either he didn’t understand the question or didn’t want to answer it. He popped a couple of finger knuckles.

            
            “Are you excited to be here?” she asked, gently touching his shoulder, encouraging him to look at her. He did . . . reluctantly.
               “Do you miss home? Are you happy?”
            

            
            “There are good days and bad days. The same as anywhere.” Anthony shrugged and popped another knuckle. The look in his eye
               deepened. “Why are you here, Mom?”
            

            
            “I want you to think about the things you left behind,” Carly said. “Everything: the house, the neighborhood, your friends,
               your education—”
            

            
            “I told you: This is a temporary situation. I needed to leave those things behind.” He turned away from her, looking out the passenger window. “And you, as well. You’re all just . . .
               reminders.”
            

            
            “I get it, Ant,” Carly said patiently. “More than you realize. But those reminders . . . that’s your history, your family,
               your life. It’s not moving away from them that concerns me. It’s more that you won’t be able to get them back.”
            

            
            He looked at her vaguely.

            
            “We could have had this conversation on the phone,” Carly continued. “Or on FaceTime. But I came all this way because I love
               you, I care for you, and I need you to appreciate how serious I am.”
            

            
            Carly took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. She was shaking, she realized, and had been clutching the steering wheel to disguise it. Now, she reached into the back seat, grabbed Mardi’s file, and placed it in Anthony’s lap. 

            
            “You need to make better choices,” she said.

            
            “What is this?” Anthony frowned and opened the file. The first page, by design, was Mardi’s most recent booking photo, from
               2020. He had only two of his distinctive teardrop tattoos. The last one—the outline—must have been inked onto his face during
               his stint at Lorain Correctional. Anthony turned the page, read for a few seconds, then flipped to the next mug shot. “This . . .
               this is Mardi’s rap sheet.”
            

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            “Jesus, Mom, you went digging into his past?” Anthony shook his head. He appeared both confused and enlightened. There was
               no name for that expression, as far as Carly knew. “I mean, what . . . how?”
            

            
            “It turns out he is a drug dealer,” Carly said. “Among other things.”
            

            
            Anthony clenched his jaw. He flipped more pages, too quickly to read them, skimming at best. After a couple of minutes, he
               closed the file and started popping his knuckles again.
            

            
            “Those tattoos on his face,” Carly said, opening the file again—it was still in Anthony’s lap—and tapping her finger on Mardi’s
               mug shot. “The teardrops. They’re prison tattoos. I noticed them when Mardi walked in on our call. On the West Coast, they’re
               associated with having murdered somebody. One tear for every homicide.”
            

            
            Anthony looked at her. She detected the alarm in his eyes. Good.

            
            “So yeah,” she said. “I went digging into his past.”

            
            “Did . . . did he kill . . . ?” Anthony struggled to articulate the question.

            
            “No,” Carly said, helping him out. “Not according to his rap sheet, anyway. But he did serve six of ten for possession of
               narcotics with intent to sell.”
            

            
            Anthony lowered his eyes and swallowed uncomfortably.

            
            “He’s also been arrested for felonious assault, breaking and entering, and possession of a prohibited weapon. Dude was walking around downtown Cleveland with a sawed-off shotgun under his jacket.” Carly shook her head, as if she couldn’t believe the stupidity of some people. She could, though; she dealt with such people every day. They kept her in a job. “He earned himself a trip back to the state pen for that particular misdemeanor.” 

            
            “I get it,” Anthony said. He closed the file again and tossed it into Carly’s lap. “He’s a scuzzball, a lowlife, but what
               does that have to do with me?”
            

            
            Carly blinked. Was he being deliberately obtuse? “Anthony, this guy isn’t some small-time, run-of-the-mill grifter. He’s a harmful, poisonous piece of shit who can’t
               keep his ass out of prison.”
            

            
            “So?”

            
            “So, you’ve gone from being a sociology major at FSU, hanging out with the likes of Kayla Peterson and Lamar Grace, to living
               in that . . . that house, associating with a convicted felon.”
            

            
            “So?”

            
            “So? What do you mean so?” Carly stared at him, as shocked as she was disappointed. “Can you really not see why I’m concerned?”
            

            
            “No, because this isn’t me, it’s Mardi.” Anthony stabbed a finger at the rap sheet. His anger was building. “Just because he’s done stupid things, doesn’t
               mean I’m going to. Jesus, Mom, give me some credit.”
            

            
            “I see it all the time,” Carly contested. “Good kids get involved with bad kids—”

            
            “I’m not a kid.”
            

            
            “Good people, then . . . they fall in with the wrong crowd, and suddenly everything, their whole lives, are turned upside down. And three
               months, or however long you’re thinking of staying here, is more than enough time for it to happen to you.”
            

            
            A car pulled into the spot next to them and a young family got out: Mom, Dad, two bright-eyed kids, all in high spirits, the
               parents holding hands as they crossed the parking lot. Carly indulged in a brief, petty fantasy where she got out of the car,
               ran after them, and screamed that it could all end at any moment—that their pristine Leave It to Beaver lifestyle could go up in flames without compassion or warning.
            

            
            “You’re an emotional person, Ant. I know, because you get that from me. We have the same . . . weaknesses, for the want of a better word. And you’ve never been more vulnerable to those weaknesses than you are right now.” Carly
               watched the family until they disappeared beyond the corner of the restaurant, then looked at her son. She was clutching the
               steering wheel again, so tightly that the veins along the backs of her hands bulged. “It was only a few weeks ago that I had
               to pick you up at the station for fighting—for hitting a cop.”
            

            
            “That was an accident,” Anthony said. He almost growled the last word. “I didn’t mean to hit him.”
            

            
            “That could have been a lot worse, and you know it.”

            
            Anthony flexed his hands. He didn’t have a steering wheel to grab hold of.

            
            “Anything like that happens here, you’ll be on your own. This guy”—Carly flicked the front of Mardi’s file—“won’t help you
               out.”
            

            
            “Maybe you’re right,” Anthony said, nodding slowly. “Or maybe you need to let me work shit out for myself, make my own mistakes,
               live my own life.”
            

            
            “I’m not trying to control you. All I want is for you to make good choices,” Carly said, and followed it up with something
               she regretted the moment it was out of her mouth. “It’s what your dad would want, too.”
            

            
            Anthony stiffened in his seat and stared at her, his lips peeled over his teeth. He looked like a wild animal about to fight.
               “Don’t you dare use him against me like that. Don’t you fucking dare.”
            

            
            Carly closed her eyes and exhaled a dizzying amount of carbon dioxide from her body, and some of her soul, too. She felt so
               empty. A breeze gusted through the open windows, and she was honestly surprised it didn’t lift her out of the driver’s seat
               and carry her away.
            

            
            “You’re right,” she whispered, then, in a firmer voice: “I’m sorry.”

            
            Anthony blinked and two tears rolled off his lashes. Carly noted his quicker breaths, his twitchy hands, the knotted muscles
               in his jaw. He was working hard to keep his emotions at a manageable level. So was she.
            

            
            “I don’t have a good feeling about this place,” she said, although, if pressed, she couldn’t say why. From what she’d seen, it was a city like any other. There was just something in the air, dark and disagreeable, probably her own bias. “I want you to come home with me.” 

            
            Anthony shook his head, half smiling, and not in a good way. He wiped the tears from his face and said, “You can drive me
               back to my place, if you promise to stop talking. Or I can get out now.”
            

            
            Carly started the car and drove the two miles back to Lagrange. She didn’t say another word.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Reunion

         
         
            1

            In their previous lives, Friday nights were when their verve came bubbling to the surface. They would dress in their favorite
               clothes, spritz their bodies with designer fragrances, and embellish their eyes and lips with cosmetics. They’d been too young
               to drink in bars but there were a few establishments in Avon Hill that were more than a little loosey-goosey when it came
               to checking IDs. The Edge on Main was one. Lulu’s Cantina was another. Here, the reins came off, each woman parallel to the
               other, drinking, dancing, flirting, balanced in their secret code. She keeps me safe. She keeps me wild. Sometimes, they cruised around town in Dana’s Chevy Corsica with the windows down and the stereo blasting, or they’d park
               outside the Mickey D’s on Union Avenue and watch the boys roll up in their loud, souped-up rides.
            

            
            Whatever they did, they looked good doing it, and they felt eternal.

            
            That was then, though. Now, on the threshold of their reunion, both women felt anxious and derailed. They dressed in their
               best clothes and prettied their hair and faces, trying to recapture the essence of yesteryear. However, the detriment was
               not in their appearance so much as their souls. Where there had once been a smooth, endless track, there were now rockfalls
               and warning signs.
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            Dana didn’t make a habit of going to Warner for help, but she did on this occasion. He had a friend with an Airbnb in Woodvale—Black Ash’s only respectable neighborhood. Dana wanted it cheap, and she wanted it now. Warner made it happen. 630 Buttermilk Road was a four-bedroom rambler on a quarter acre of land, with
               magnificent pines in the backyard and the Buffalo River beyond. She got it for a full week with a 30 percent discount.
            

            
            Before work on Friday, Dana went to the property and removed all evidence of it being a short-term rental: the visitor guides,
               the laminated “House Rules,” the step-by-step wi-fi instructions. She also switched the food from the kitchen in her apartment
               to the kitchen in the Airbnb, giving it an instant lived-in look. After work, she unpacked two suitcases, one loaded with
               clothes, the other half filled with makeup, hygiene products, and bathroom supplies. She also placed framed photographs around
               the house, including one of her and Carly taken on the boardwalk at Asbury Park when they were seventeen. Finally, she learned
               how to operate the thermostat and TV.
            

            
            It was a grand deception. At the same time, it was just another lie. A better version of Dana, living a better life, would
               have been truthful from the outset. Even now, a voice at the back of her mind urged her to come clean, and to hell with the
               consequences. Dana reasoned that maybe she would have, but with Carly being a cop, this was not an option.
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            Carly turned off M-50 and followed Bald Eagle Road north into Black Ash. The journey took just over an hour. She listened
               to a podcast about dealing with difficult adult children. Maintain respect and empathy . . . Acknowledge your misjudgments . . . Offer support, not criticism. Carly listened to it mainly for guidance, but also to take her mind off meeting Dana. Her anxiety was understandably high.
            

            
            Bald Eagle Road crossed the Buffalo River and from here the GPS on Carly’s phone directed her along the southeastern edge of Black Ash, into Dana’s neighborhood. Minutes later, she turned onto Buttermilk Road—as quintessentially middle-class as the street Carly lived on in Merrick City. There were no palm trees or Mediterranean-style houses here, though. A combination of ranch, Victorian, and colonial homes stood on generous lots, built post-World War II with auto-industry wealth. Maples and pines cut silhouettes against the purpling sky. Carly’s window was half open. She smelled bonfire, barbecue, and the chemical tang of freshly sealed driveways. 

            
            Dana’s house was at the end of the street, a single-story ranch with a two-car garage and an immaculate lawn. Lights burned
               beyond the blinds in the front windows. Knowing Dana was inside that house, only a matter of feet away, sent new waves of
               anxiety rushing through Carly. She was momentarily caught between bursting into tears and turning her car around—going back
               to Toledo. Instead, she took a deep breath, asked her dead husband for strength, and pulled into Dana’s driveway.
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            The white wine was chilled. The red wine was breathing. Dana had brought half-full bottles of Kotter’s Gold, Don Julio tequila,
               and Aviation gin from her apartment, and had thrown some beers in the fridge just in case. She didn’t know if Carly was a
               big drinker or if she even drank at all. Dana found it slightly unnerving to know so little about her oldest and best friend.
               Carly, of course, knew even less about her.
            

            
            It felt like a big game of pretend, but that was okay. It wasn’t forever. In a few days, Carly would return to Florida, Dana
               would go back to her dismal apartment in her dismal neighborhood, and regular programming would resume. They’d promise to
               see each other more often, to really make an effort, but it wouldn’t happen. And if it did . . . well, next time, Dana promised herself, she was going to Florida.
            

            
            Headlights splashed across the blinds. Dana took a calming breath, counted to three, then whispered, “Fuck it,” and poured
               herself a shot of tequila. She downed it and slammed the empty glass onto the counter just as the doorbell rang.
            

            
            Dana walked from the kitchen into the hallway, her stomach fluttering, her legs jittery. She told herself there was nothing to worry about. She’d spent the last fourteen years negotiating with drug dealers, pushers, mules, runners, meth cooks, and killers. This would be a breeze in comparison. Dana nodded, paused for a couple of seconds, and opened the front door.
            

            
            Carly stood outside with a smile on her face that was expectant, nervous, and entirely beautiful. She had flowers in one hand
               and a bottle of wine in the other. “There you are,” she said, and threw her arms wide. The flowers rustled and some of the
               petals came off as Dana stepped into her friend’s embrace. “Here I am,” she said. Her chest hitched. Carly’s did, too, and
               Dana felt a single tear splash onto her neck. The two friends hugged each other fiercely, and in that moment all Dana’s concerns
               and anxieties dissipated.
            

            
            There was only love.
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            Carly told Dana that she was not a big drinker, but that this was a special occasion: a reunion for the ages. “Tonight, anything
               goes,” she said, and there was a determined light in her eyes that Dana remembered from their teenage years, usually when
               they were in the mood to set the town on fire. So much time had passed since then. They had lived and lost in different ways.
               But that familiar expression made it feel like no time at all. Dana poured two large glasses of red wine, and with such enthusiasm
               that she spilled quite a bit on the kitchen counter. Both women giggled as they mopped the spillage up with paper towels.
            

            
            “I may regret this in the morning,” Carly said, raising her glass. “But right now, this girl needs to have some fun.”

            
            “I’ll drink to that,” Dana said.
            

            
            They touched glasses and drank, looking into each other’s eyes. The darkness was there. They both saw it. Neither woman was
               surprised, but the excitement of being together again kept it from edging too far forward.
            

            
            Dana set her glass down and gave Carly another hug. “God, I missed you.”

            
            “I missed you, too.”

            
            They moved into the living room, a bright, modern space with cool lighting and hardwood floors, and sat together on a plush
               sectional. Dana played music from her phone, shuffling tunes from a late ’90s playlist. This was a golden era for Dana and
               Carly: their upper teens. The music connected them to those years, making them feel simultaneously young and old. “Genie in
               a Bottle” by Christina Aguilera came on, and they attempted to recreate the dance routine they’d choreographed for it (with
               surprisingly good results). One glass of wine turned into two. They laughed almost continuously.
            

            
            By the end of that second glass, Carly’s speech began to slur. She felt good all over, though, in a way she hadn’t for a long
               time. “This is exactly what my soul needed,” she said to Dana, who responded, perfectly deadpan, that what her soul needed was Chinese food. This triggered a fit of giggles that didn’t abate for several minutes, after which Dana put
               the order in and liberated the bottle of white from the refrigerator.
            

            
            “I may need to slow down,” Carly said, watching as Dana poured the wine into two clean glasses.

            
            “Not on my watch,” Dana said.

            
            The food arrived just after ten p.m. Dana and Carly sat at the kitchen table, tucking into egg rolls, chicken teriyaki, and
               vegetable fried rice. The conversation didn’t ebb for a second. They talked about their families, their work (although Carly
               did most of the talking here), COVID, new music, social media. And love, naturally. Carly told Dana with obvious pride that
               she’d had just one lover since leaving Avon Hill: her husband. Dana could not make the same claim.
            

            
            “How many?” Carly asked, leaning across the table with wide eyes, like a child waiting for the twist of a spooky campfire
               tale.
            

            
            “I don’t know,” Dana replied. She shrugged and slurped her wine. “I stopped counting somewhere around the . . . forty mark.”

            
            “Forty? Holy shit, Dana!”
            

            
            “What can I say? I’ve been faithful to all my boyfriends and both fiancés. Never cheated once. But I’ve had long periods of time as a single woman, and there’s a fire inside me that just wants to burn.” 

            
            Carly talked about Ter. She’d hoped not to, but the conversation veered inexorably to him. It didn’t have to be drenched in
               sadness, though, and she focused on all the ways they’d been good for each other. Their individual and combined strength.
               Their almost telepathic understanding. The balance they achieved through honest but compassionate communication. Getting to
               share twenty-two years with someone like that, and to raise a child together, was a blessing that many people—most, even—would never experience.
            

            
            “I never wanted to be that woman,” Carly said, moving the food around her plate; she was quite full, in more ways than one.
               “You know, always so dependent on her husband. I wanted to feel strong and secure enough that I could carry on without him.
               But we leaned on each other. That’s what a marriage is, and when that person is gone, and so suddenly, it leaves you disoriented and unbalanced.”
            

            
            The tears came. Dana replaced Carly’s half-empty plate with a box of Kleenex and held her hand. Carly mopped her wet cheeks
               and drank her wine. It wasn’t long before her smile returned. Dana packed away the leftovers, then poured two shots of tequila.
            

            
            “I dunno . . .’bout that,” Carly said, pointing at the shot glass.

            
            They used to slam these in the Edge on Main, underage and reckless, the bartender turning a blind eye. Being young had been
               a rush, but it hadn’t lasted long enough. They’d been forced to grow up.
            

            
            “To us,” Dana said, lifting her shot glass. Her left eyelid drooped, and she was slurring a little, too. “And to making up
               for lost time.”
            

            
            “Fuck it,” Carly said. She picked up the remaining shot glass.

            
            They drank.

            
            Shortly after, Carly asked where the little girl’s room was and a blank expression fell across Dana’s face. She pointed vaguely
               down the hallway.
            

            
            “Try . . . the second door on the right.”

            
            It was actually the first door on the right, which elicited a fresh round of wonderful, puerile giggles. Carly couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so much. 

            
            “You don’t even know where your own bathroom is,” she called out as she tinkled.

            
            She returned to the living room moments later, somewhat unsteady on her feet, but smiling in a way that made the muscles in
               her face feel tight and strange. Dana stood in the middle of the room, swaying to the music. She’d put something gentle on.
               Carly liked it. Dana opened her arms and Carly stepped into them. They slow-danced, resting their heads on each other’s shoulders,
               not speaking. Afterward, Dana turned off the music and pushed open the sliding doors. “Come on,” she said, stepping onto the
               back deck. Carly followed her. The night was cool and breathtaking. A half-moon floated between the tops of the pines like
               a slow ghost. “Come on,” Dana said again, taking Carly by the hand, and together they ran down to the river.
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            They might have dashed unwittingly through some vortex and into a different town entirely, away from all the lights, noise,
               and industry. The back lawn sloped toward the water, which moved slowly and reflected the partial moonlight with a greenish
               iridescence. A small dock extended from the bank, with two Adirondack chairs placed side by side.
            

            
            Dana and Carly picked their steps more carefully as they approached the river’s edge. They stepped onto the dock, still holding
               hands, and stood for a moment absorbing it all, then sat in the two chairs. The pines spoke in soft voices behind them.
            

            
            “It’s so peaceful down here,” Carly said, looking from the river to the moon. Her eyes glistened. “You have a beautiful home,
               Dana. I’m happy for you.”
            

            
            Dana felt the pang of her deceit, the edge of something close to sadness. How close had she come to a better life—one that she could be honest about? How many bad decisions had led her to where she was now? Or had her fate been decided after that terrible night in September 2001? She looked at Carly, who until recently had lived a blessed life. Had fate looked at them both and flipped a coin? 

            
            “I bet you have a beautiful home, too,” she said.

            
            “It is nice, but it feels too big for a bitter old widow.” Carly’s jaw tightened as she mentally pushed something away. “I’m thinking
               about downsizing. I’ll talk to Anthony when he’s in a better headspace.”
            

            
            “Don’t rush into anything,” Dana said, as if she had any right to give advice. “You need to be in a better headspace, too.
               It’ll take time.”
            

            
            “I know,” Carly said. She blinked rapidly, trying to focus her eyes—an effect of the alcohol, probably. “It’s just . . . it’s
               not like you can flick a switch and everything is good again, which makes it difficult to know—to trust—when you can move on. It’s like walking across a rope bridge and some of the boards beneath you are rotten and could give
               way at any time. And the thing with that bridge is, you never reach the other side.”
            

            
            “What do you mean?”

            
            “Grief doesn’t die,” Carly said. “You learn to manage it, to some degree, but you’re always treading carefully, wondering
               if today is the day that you’re going to fall.”
            

            
            “Jesus,” Dana said. “That’s . . . that’s bleak.”
            

            
            “Right?”

            
            “It’ll get better, though. It has to. And if some of those boards do break, you’ll just grab hold of the rope and pull yourself back up.” Dana leaned across the arm of her chair and looked earnestly
               into Carly’s eyes. “You’re the strongest woman I know.”
            

            
            They fell silent, listening to the trees and to the faint movement of the water. It was after midnight, Dana guesstimated.
               Maybe one a.m. At this hour, in her apartment in Irvington, she might hear sirens, dogs howling, the neighbors fighting or
               fucking, music pumping from the Rumble Tap on the next block. The disparity was staggering.
            

            
            “I needed this more than I realized,” Carly said. The small lights along the edge of the dock were reflected in her eyes.
               “We’ve stayed in touch, and that’s good, but we should visit each other more often. Twice a year. At least.”
            

            
            “Hard agree.”

            
            “For a while we weren’t ready . . . you know?”

            
            “I know.”

            
            “And then life just . . . it just happens. And the months fly by. The years, too.” Carly shrugged. She was still slurring
               her words. “But no more excuses. You’re too important to me.”
            

            
            “I know what you mean,” Dana said. She reached inside, found a dandelion puff of truth, and floated it out into the world.
               “I can’t count the number of times I’ve wished you were there over the past twenty years. I haven’t always made the best decisions.
               I needed my friend, my voice of reason.”
            

            
            “That works both ways,” Carly said, and grinned. “I’ve been a mother and a wife since leaving Avon Hill. Trust me, there’ve
               been times when I’ve wanted to let my hair down.”
            

            
            Dana nodded, got unsteadily to her feet, and turned her back on Carly. She then flipped up the hem of her shirt and yanked
               her jeans down a couple of inches, fully displaying the tattoo on her lower back. It had faded in the twenty-four years since
               she and Carly had walked into Dream Theory Tattoo on the northside of Avon Hill, but the words were still clear and dark against
               her pale skin: she keeps me safe. Dana looked over her shoulder at Carly, one eyebrow raised.
            

            
            “Still got it,” she said. A smile lifted the corners of her mouth as she remembered the effervescent, unbroken young woman
               she used to be. “I don’t see it often—in the mirror, sometimes, when I’m checking out my ass—but when I do, I think of you.”
            

            
            “You think of me when you’re checking out your ass?” Carly asked, and both women laughed. Then Dana helped Carly out of her
               chair, who lifted her floral babydoll dress up over her thighs, then over her hips, and adjusted the waistband of her underwear
               so that Dana could see the corresponding tattoo: she keeps me wild. It brought a collage of memories. A woman named Ember had tattooed Carly. She wore Dr. Marten boots and a Jack Kerouac T-shirt:
               climb that goddamn mountain. A Pixies album played in the background. An elderly man was having his late wife’s name tattooed on his forearm at another station. He’d wept and smiled the whole time. The studio had smelled of Italian coffee and disinfectant. 

            
            “You remember when we got them done?” Dana asked.

            
            “Of course. Dream Theory on Benjamin Street. I was so scared my parents would find out.” Carly lowered her dress, then a dark
               look crossed her face—gone in a moment, but Dana had seen it. That was the day she’d introduced Carly to Trent Collier. Dana
               felt a similar expression touch her mouth and eyes. She willed it away, looked at the moonlight on the water, then turned
               back to Carly.
            

            
            “You want to get wild?” she asked.

            
            “Wild? What do—”

            
            Dana was already in action, popping the top three buttons on her shirt and pulling it off, then pushing her jeans over her
               hips, down to her ankles, and stepping out of them. She stood in her bra and underwear and looked at Carly with her heart
               galloping.
            

            
            “You’re kidding, right?” Carly asked.

            
            “Come on,” Dana said. She unfastened her bra, removed her underwear, then skipped to the end of the dock and jumped into the
               river. Momentum fully submerged her for several seconds, and she came up gasping.
            

            
            “You’re crazy,” Carly called out. It was the same thing she’d said when Dana ran naked into Orangewood Lake thirty years ago—the
               day they’d become friends. “You know that?”
            

            
            “Yeah, I know that.” Dana lifted her feet off the stony bed and floated. “Get your ass in here.”

            
            “Yeah, no.” Carly shook her head. “It looks radioactive.”

            
            “It’s fine. Just don’t drink it.”

            
            “Is it cold?”

            
            “Fuck yeah.”

            
            “Oh my God.”

            
            “But cold therapy is all the rage. Come on.” Dana gestured with one algae-smeared hand. “I keep you wild, remember?”

            
            “Oh, you’re playing that card.”
            

            
            “Damn right.”

            
            Carly shuffled indecisively for a moment, looking left and right along the river’s edge, wondering if anybody could be watching
               them at this late hour. She was a perfect reimagining of the fourteen-year-old girl who’d danced from one foot to the other
               on the sloped, shaly bank of Orangewood Lake, so much so that it filled Dana with sadness and wonder. In some ways, those
               years had passed with a dreadful, torpid energy. In others, they’d riffled by like the pages of a magazine.
            

            
            Dana submerged herself again. The water was black and cold. She had no thoughts while she was under, only a sense of isolation
               that felt strangely fulfilling. When she reemerged seconds later, she saw that Carly had shrugged off the straps of her dress
               and lowered it to her waist.
            

            
            “Okay,” she said. “You win. Let’s do this.”

            
            She didn’t stop at her bra and underwear like she did when they were fourteen. These came off, too. She set them, and her
               dress, on one of the Adirondack chairs—perhaps so that a breeze wouldn’t blow them off the dock—and Dana took that moment
               to appraise her friend’s naked body. Carly was not overweight by any stretch of the imagination, but her thighs were a little
               wider and her behind had gained some extra padding. In this regard, Dana—the same size and shape as she’d been in 2001, despite
               the booze and excess—had come out on top.
            

            
            The cattiness of this thought surprised Dana. She went under again, this time as a kind of reset, leaving the more acerbic
               version of herself among the riverweeds. She kicked off the bottom and surfaced vigorously. Carly sat at the edge of the dock
               with her feet in the water.
            

            
            “Cold,” she said, and shivered. “Jesus.”

            
            “You got this,” Dana encouraged.

            
            “Any rusty old bicycles or grocery carts to watch out for?”

            
            “Not in this part of the river.”

            
            “Fish? I mean, I know there are fish, but I don’t want to feel them swimming around my ankles.”
            

            
            “I think I scared them all off.”

            
            “Eels? Snapping turtles?”

            
            “Nope. No gators, either.” Dana laughed and splashed water at Carly. “Come on. Vamos, sister.”
            

            
            Carly stiffened her jaw and drew her shoulders tight, but her eyes gleamed with the same determined, set-the-town-on-fire
               light that Dana had seen earlier. “Fuck it,” she said, and pushed herself off the dock, into the water. It came up to her
               waist. She squealed and crossed her arms over her breasts, then swam out toward Dana, where it was deeper. They reached for
               each other and joined hands, just like they had when they were fourteen. They swam in a tight circle, giggling and splashing.
               Then, still holding hands, still replicating that moment at Orangewood Lake, they dived together and tried to reach the bottom.
               They stayed under for several seconds—two drunk, beautiful mermaids—before coming up for air, breaking the surface at the
               same time. They looked into each other’s eyes, full of wildness, daring, and love. They embraced. It was magical.
            

            
            “I know I said that God is punishing me,” Carly said suddenly, as if she’d found the words on the riverbed and pulled them
               up with her. “But I don’t believe that. I was just hurting . . . scared.”
            

            
            Dana nodded. She tried to keep the smile on her face, but it trembled, then fell. Carly clasped her hands tighter, perhaps
               fearing she’d let go.
            

            
            “Not every bad thing that happens is karma,” she said.

            
            “I know that,” Dana said.

            
            Carly pulled Dana into another embrace that didn’t feel as natural as the first. They held it for a long time, though. Or
               perhaps it just felt like a long time, because Dana spent every second fighting the urge to tell Carly everything—that this
               wasn’t her house, that she wasn’t a successful realtor, and that most of her income came by way of southeast Michigan’s thriving
               crystal meth trade. More pertinently, she was miserable and lonely most of the time, and yes, she absolutely believed in bad karma.
            

            
            “Thank you for tonight,” Carly whispered.

            
            “Yeah,” Dana said.

            
            They separated but remained close, their fingers touching. Dana stuttered, about to say something, maybe everything, then
               pressed her lips together.
            

            
            The moonlight sat on the water: tinged with green, beautiful to all appearances, but dark beneath.
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            Carly woke the following morning later than she had in many years: 10:43 a.m. She groaned, wiped her eyes, and swung her legs
               out of bed. Waking up this late wouldn’t be such a big deal if she’d at least caught up on a chunk of sleep, but she hadn’t.
               Carly wasn’t sure what time she’d gone to bed—Dana leading her drunkenly to the guest room, the blind leading the blind—but
               it had been after three, and she’d woken twice in the night to puke. Sitting on the edge of the bed, cupping her thumping
               forehead in one hand, Carly remembered what she’d told Anthony on his birthday: A little alcohol: good. A lot of alcohol: rarely good.

            
            “You need to start listening to your own advice, hon,” she said to herself. She stood slowly, took a deep breath, as if she
               were about to cross a tightrope over a shark-infested pool, and walked the dozen or so steps to the en suite bathroom. One
               of her false eyelashes was on the edge of the sink, damp and sad looking (a quick glance in the mirror confirmed that the
               other was still gummed to her left eyelid), and there were speckles of her vomit around the bowl and on the underside of the
               toilet lid. She’d deal with that later. Now, she pulled her hair back, removed her false eyelash, and ran a wet washcloth
               over her face. Better. A long way from good, but better. She wanted to brush her teeth, too, but she wanted coffee more, and those two things went together about as
               well as hot sauce and ice cream.
            

            
            “Okay,” Carly said, dragging a hand down her face. “One step at a time. You got this.”

            
            Carly pulled on a pair of sweatpants she’d had the forethought to pack into her overnight bag, anticipating a chill Saturday morning with Dana, drinking copious amounts of coffee and shooting the breeze. Moving slowly, she made her way out of the guest room and found Dana in the kitchen, sitting on a countertop, scrolling through her phone. She looked good, relatively speaking—none of the ravages of war that Carly displayed. She also wore sweatpants and had her hair tied back. That distinct red streak shone along one side. 

            
            “She lives,” she said, looking up from her phone as Carly shuffled toward the kitchen table.

            
            “Ugh,” Carly said. She dragged a chair out—noisy, very noisy—and sat down heavily.
            

            
            “Coffee?”

            
            “Yes. Hell, yes.”

            
            “Coming right up.” Dana hopped off the countertop and grabbed a mug from the cupboard—she got the wrong cupboard to begin
               with, which didn’t strike Carly as particularly odd, given her current condition—and filled it with steaming coffee from a
               fresh pot. She put it down in front of Carly with a carton of half-and-half. The aroma reached Carly’s nostrils and smelled
               like healing.
            

            
            “Thank you,” Carly said. She sipped. Heaven.

            
            “Breakfast?”

            
            “Maybe just some toast,” Carly said. “White, if you have it. Well done but not burnt. A scraping of butter.”

            
            “Heard. One slice or two?”

            
            “Let’s start with one and go from there.”

            
            Dana fed a slice of white to the toaster, then recharged her mug and joined Carly at the table.

            
            “Feeling it, huh?” she said, wrinkling her nose.

            
            “I think I’ll put a line through today and start again tomorrow.” Carly puffed out her cheeks, took another sip of coffee,
               and noted with a hint of bemusement: “Jesus, you drank more than me. Like, much more. How are you not crawling around on your hands and knees?”
            

            
            “I’m a seasoned vet.”

            
            “I guess so.”

            
            The toast popped up a couple of minutes later. Dana took care of it, presenting Carly with a well done (but not burnt) slice,
               cut diagonally, with a scraping of butter.
            

            
            “Perfect. Thank you.” Carly finished the first triangle in half a dozen bites and washed it down with a mouthful of coffee. “I’ve heard that toast soaks up the alcohol. I’m not sure if that’s true but I’m going with it.” 

            
            The clock on the range read 11:08. Carly looked at it, shaking her head. Almost half the daylight hours were gone, and she
               still had pillow lines on her face. No regrets, though. Getting drunk, dancing, and skinny-dipping in the river with her friend
               was a rare slice of magic. She’d nurse her hangover for the rest of the day, but the memories from last night would stay with
               her for years to come.
            

            
            “So,” Dana said. “Home Monday?”

            
            “Probably, yeah.” Carly finished her toast and pushed her empty plate to one side. “I’m going to take one more run at Anthony.
               Not that it’ll do any good. He doesn’t want to listen to me.”
            

            
            “He’s doing what he feels he needs to,” Dana said. “If it’s a mistake, he’ll learn from it.”

            
            “I don’t like where he lives. I don’t like the people he’s associating with.” Carly’s words were forthright, but her voice
               was toned down. A positive side effect of the hangover was that it dampened her grievances. “One of them is a convicted drug
               dealer—a real nasty piece of work.”
            

            
            Dana had lifted her mug, but her hand jerked suddenly. Coffee slopped over the rim and splashed on the kitchen table.

            
            “Shit,” she said. The coffee ran over the edge and dripped into her lap. She pushed her chair back. “Shit, shit.”
            

            
            “I got it.” Carly stood up and searched the countertops for a roll of paper towel, deflecting her gaze from the empty wine
               bottles and from the takeout containers crusted with remnants of dried chicken teriyaki and vegetable fried rice.
            

            
            “No, I got it,” Dana said, jumping ahead of Carly and grabbing a dish towel from a hook on the wall. She returned to the table
               and started wiping away the mess. Carly dropped back into her seat and sipped her coffee.
            

            
            “Sorry,” Dana said. She found a dry spot on the towel, scrubbed futilely at the wet spots on her sweatpants, then mopped up
               the few splashes on the floor. Her voice rose from beneath the tabletop. “You were saying about Anthony . . .”
            

            
            “Yeah. His new friends.” Carly set her mug down and massaged her temples. “I don’t know if it’s mom vibes or cop vibes, but something feels off. Even Daran, the guy he moved to Toledo with, spent three years in juvie. Armed assault, when he was twelve. Twelve.”
            

            
            “Yeah.” Dana popped up from beneath the table. She threw the dish towel onto the nearest countertop. “You told me that.”

            
            “I’m sorry,” Carly said, and sighed. “Broken record here, and I’m trying to deal with my own shit.”
            

            
            “It’s okay.”

            
            “It’s just . . . Anthony is suffering. He’s scared and angry. This is not a healthy environment for him.”

            
            “He’s a smart kid,” Dana said. She sat down again and drank from her mug, more carefully this time. “He’ll work it out.”

            
            “I hope so,” Carly said. “It doesn’t help that I’m a thousand miles away.”

            
            They finished their coffee. Dana asked Carly if she wanted more, or another slice of toast. Carly blinked, distracted by an
               idea that tapped woodpecker-like on the outside of her skull, and said no. She needed a hot shower and to brush her teeth—two
               small things that would go a long way toward making her feel more human—and to leave Dana to her busy day of buying and selling
               houses.
            

            
            “But hey,” she said, deciding to propose the idea that persisted in her mind. “It just occurred to me . . . I’m having dinner
               with Anthony tomorrow evening. You should join us.”
            

            
            “Oh.” Dana looked surprised.

            
            “I’ve known you longer than I’ve known anyone else, except my parents. You’re my best friend in the world. And Anthony is . . .
               well, he’s everything to me. Everything. You should totally meet each other.”
            

            
            “Uh, well . . .” Dana shrugged and looked down into her mug. “If you’ve got things to discuss . . . family matters, I’m not
               sure—”
            

            
            “No, don’t worry about that,” Carly said, shaking her head. “It’ll be chill. I’ll discuss the other stuff with him afterward.”

            
            Dana smiled, but Carly didn’t think it looked like the surest of expressions. She reached across and gave Dana’s forearm a
               gentle squeeze, reassuring her.
            

            
            “It’s all good. You two will hit it off. I know you will.”
            

            
            “Yeah. Of course.”

            
            “And with me down in Florida, it might be good for Anthony to know that he has someone else—a family connection—nearby.” Just
               the thought of this made Carly feel better inside. It wasn’t perfect. Perfect was Anthony returning to Florida with her. It was a chink of light, though, in an otherwise gloomy place. “It could really
               help.”
            

            
            “You think he’ll come to me if he’s feeling homesick?” Dana asked. The uncertain smile was replaced with a skeptical frown.
               “Or gets into trouble? His mom’s friend?”
            

            
            “Probably not.”

            
            “Definitely not.”
            

            
            “At the very least,” Carly said, not letting it go, “you get to meet my son. And he gets to meet you. You’re both so important
               to me. That feels like something that should happen, you know?”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Dana said. “I know.”

            
            “So?” Carly had let go of Dana’s forearm, but she reached across and squeezed it again. “Dinner? Sunday? Me, you, and Anthony?
               You can choose the restaurant.”
            

            
            Dana nodded. “I’m not sure how pumped your Gen-Z boy will be to meet his mom’s worn-out old friend, but sure, let’s do it.”

            
            “Great, that’s . . . that’s great,” Carly said. She grinned, and even felt the edges of her hangover lift a little. A spoonful
               of positive energy worked wonders, it seemed. “Thanks, Dana. I’ll set it up. What time works best for you?”
            

            
            “My Sunday evening is open,” Dana replied, spreading her hands. “But don’t come here. I’ll drive to Toledo. More places to
               eat. Better food, better ambience. I’ll send you a list of my favorite spots.”
            

            
            “Really? You sure?”

            
            “Black Ash is lousy for restaurants,” Dana said. “And I like to get out of town every now and then. So yeah, I’m sure.”

            
            Carly rose to her feet, walked around the table, and wrapped her arms around Dana. It was a sweet, slightly off-balance hug, but Carly held it for a long time. 

            
            “I missed you so much,” she whispered.

            
            “Missed you, too.”

            
            Carly would never be happy that Anthony had relocated to Ohio, but seeing Dana again was the brightest of silver linings.
               They’d been safe, they’d been wild. Most importantly, they’d resurrected the past without Trent Collier making an appearance.
               Carly had sensed him in the shadows—and no doubt Dana did, too—but he hadn’t shown his face.
            

            
            Not yet at least. That could change at any moment. Carly might find him sitting on the edge of the bed when she went back
               to the guest room to shower and pack her things. Or maybe he’d occupy the seat across the aisle on her return flight to Jacksonville.
            

            
            Some demons could not be outrun.

            
            Trent Collier was one of them.
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            There was an old song that Dana’s dad often listened to—something about true love traveling on a gravel road. This was certainly
               the case with her and Trent. Dana knew how to light his fuse and, if pushed, would do just that (mentioning his little dick
               usually did the trick, or his Guido-wannabe-loser buddies). Likewise, Trent was no slouch when it came to pushing Dana’s buttons.
               He had a selection of nicknames that he used depending on how cruel or spiteful he wanted to be. Dummy and ho were two of his favorites. He’d sometimes regard her with a sideways, condescending glance, or laugh at her—not with, but
               at her—if she ventured an opinion he didn’t agree with. Sometimes, Trent would do more than simply push Dana’s buttons; he would
               hit them. He swatted at her nose during an argument at his friend Gerry’s house—just a love tap, he’d said, but it had been hard
               enough to draw blood. One time, he took a swing at her with a hammer while working in his backyard and broke the pinkie and
               ring fingers of her left hand. Dana had driven herself to the ER and explained to the nurse that she’d accidentally slammed
               her hand in a door.
            

            
            For every argument, though, for every love tap or demeaning word, there were ten—twenty—good moments. Some were incredible. Like the time they’d ridden to Asbury Park on Trent’s motorcycle, and he’d weaved them between the traffic on the Garden State Parkway at thrilling speeds. Afterward, Dana had pulled off Trent’s helmet and kissed him with her heart galloping and the life rushing through her. And their fourth date, or maybe their fifth, when he’d taken her to dinner at Dario’s—the most expensive restaurant in Avon Hill—and arranged for the Frank Sinatra impersonator to serenade Dana at the table. She had giggled and blushed to begin with but soon lost herself to the moment. Trent had taken her hand for the last third of the song and danced her between the tables, earning a rapturous round of applause from everybody in the restaurant. 

            
            Dana did the math: Three and a half months since their first date. 105 days, to be precise. At least ten fights, maybe as
               many as fifteen, most of them minor, four very serious—damaging, even. This meant that she and Trent were nonconfrontational
               for approximately 86 percent of the time they’d been together. Acceptable, Dana told herself. And if she only counted the
               serious fights, it meant that a mere 3.81 percent of their dating life had been abjectly horrible.
            

            
            On good days, Dana felt she could live with that. It was probably better than average, she thought. Her parents had argued
               every damn night, until her mom had been killed when her Pontiac 1000 flipped on County Route 558. Her dad had cried every night after, proving that the love had always been there, even if they’d struggled to show it. On the relatively few
               bad days, Dana had looked at ways she could break it off without making it worse for herself. Trent was as vindictive as he
               was vain, and Dana was fearful about the repercussions. She did manage to break up with him for all of three hours. This was following the nose-swatting incident. “Fuck you, Trent,” she’d
               shouted at him in the middle of Gerry’s living room. She’d wiped the blood from her nose and flipped him the bird. “Fuck you
               and your fucking Guido-wannabe-loser buddies.” Trent had let her go but caught up with her later and said nice things, then
               they’d had makeup-sex in the back of Dana’s Corsica, and everything was peachy again.
            

            
            Good days. Bad days. Such was life. September 8, 2001, was different, though. Either something inside Trent snapped, or he revealed the monster he’d always been. Dana would never know, and it didn’t matter anyway. That Saturday in early September signaled the beginning of four hellish days, raising the total number to eight—7.34 percent of their time together. 

            
            She stopped counting after that.
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            Trent shared a house with two of his buddies, Casey and Holt, who were out of town, partying in the city with Casey’s cousin.
               They were gone until Wednesday, which meant that Trent had the house to himself for a few days. A rare thing. The plan was
               for Dana and Trent to make the most of this. She would throw some things in a bag and temporarily “move in.” They’d have tons
               of sex, as raucous and loud as they wanted it to be, wherever they wanted to have it—the living room, on the kitchen counter,
               in the shower, on the back deck. They would cook together, drink wine, and snuggle up on the sofa to watch movies. It’d be
               a little slice of heaven—three or four days of playing house. Dana might even clean up a little. The place was a shithole.
            

            
            That was the plan.

            
            It started out perfectly. Dana showed up Friday night with a travel bag and a tote packed with enough clothes, cosmetics,
               and hygiene products to see her through the weekend. She’d gone to Always Midnight earlier that day and treated herself (and
               Trent) to a black satin and lace corset. The first thing she did was go upstairs, put it on, and model it for Trent. He was
               playing videogames in the living room. She stepped in front of the TV, placed one foot on the coffee table, and perched her
               hands on her hips. He put down the controller. They fucked on the living-room floor, then on the sofa. Afterward, they drank
               beer and ate pizza, passing the controller between them, laughing every time their character suffered some cruel but comical
               death. Then they went upstairs, had more sex, and fell asleep in each other’s arms. Bliss.
            

            
            They woke up Saturday morning and had sex again. That was when Dana first sensed a change in Trent’s demeanor. He seemed . . .
               darker, somehow, less concerned with her needs than he had been the night before. He wouldn’t look her in the eye. He wiped the sweat off his chest and smeared it across her face. He pulled out of her, flipped her onto her stomach, and came on her back. 

            
            “Okay,” Dana said, looking at him over her shoulder. “That was . . .” She shook her head. She didn’t know what it was.
            

            
            Trent climbed out of bed, grabbed his thirty pound dumbbells off the floor, and started doing curls in front of the mirror.
               He positioned himself so that he could see Dana on the bed, and she could see him. His biceps bulged rhythmically. The kenzo tattoo across his midriff rippled, glossy with sweat. He got her to masturbate while he worked out. Dana did. She faked her
               orgasm.
            

            
            “Now suck my cock.”

            
            “Jesus, Trent. I could use a shower.”

            
            “Just do it.”

            
            She did it. He managed two more sets, then dropped the dumbbells, gasping, burning. The veins in his arms were thick and dark.
               He still wouldn’t look her in the eye. He used the shower first.
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            The fight started later that day. Trent went to the gym after breakfast, shooting Dana a hard stare when she pointed out that
               they were supposed to spend the day together—the whole weekend together, in fact. “Don’t suffocate me, Dana,” he snapped.
               “Not a good idea. Besides, I’ll only be a couple of hours.” Dana waited for him. She watched Se7en on DVD, munching from the XL bag of Cracker Jack she’d bought to share. She slept for a while. Trent rolled in just after
               four. He’d been gone nearly six hours. The only reason Dana stuck around was because she was furious, and she wanted to tell
               him what an asshole he was. In retrospect, him returning to an empty house may have sent a more effective message.
            

            
            “What the fuck, Trent?”

            
            “What?”

            
            “What? What do you mean what?” Dana got up off the sofa and stopped him on his way to the stairs—one hand on his chest. “You said you’d be gone two hours.”
            

            
            “I was with Gerry. Dude just lost his job.” He slapped her hand away—slapped it hard. “And keep your fucking hands off me.”

            
            Dana flexed her fingers—damn, that hurt—and looked at Trent, trying to convey in her expression what she’d struggle to say with words: that these few days were supposed
               to be about them. Connecting. Loving. Living. She’d put the outside world on pause so that they could do these things. Why couldn’t he?
            

            
            “Gerry,” she said instead, shaking her head. “Fucking Gerry the jackoff. He’s always losing his job. He’s had three fucking jobs in the time we’ve been dating.”
            

            
            “So?”

            
            “So . . .” Dana thumped her chest. She was close to tears, mostly because she was so angry. “What about me?”

            
            Trent looked at her beneath knitted eyebrows, as if she’d posed some arcane math problem. He inhaled briskly through his nose
               and thrust out his jaw, then barged past her, making sure he bumped her good and hard with his shoulder. He stormed up the
               stairs and slammed his bedroom door behind him.
            

            
            Dana stood shaking with adrenaline, her mouth open, bright spots floating across her vision. Even with a dense red fog clouding
               her mind, she understood that she had two choices: She could pack her things—including that sexy (and frankly uncomfortable)
               corset from Always Midnight—and go home, or she could follow Trent upstairs and continue the fight.
            

            
            Later, and for years to come, Dana would reflect on this decision, knowing that if she’d chosen the first option, things would
               have turned out differently. They may not have turned out good—they were beyond good by this point—but better, less violent. Dana didn’t choose the first option, though. She was directed the other way when she heard Trent’s voice.
               He was talking on the phone. “Fuck it, let’s go,” he said, and a few seconds later: “Fuck her.”
            

            
            Disappointment and rage blinded her. It wasn’t a red fog anymore, but black. Dana swayed on her feet, perhaps close to passing out, then blinked the bright spots from her vision and went upstairs. 
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            Trent was hanging up the phone when she entered the bedroom. He looked at her with fiery eyes. Here, still, Dana could have
               grabbed her bags, packed her shit, and left. Instead, she approached him with purpose.
            

            
            “Why do you have to be such an asshole?” Her voice cracked. It sounded weak but she had fire in her eyes, too.

            
            “Why do you have to be so goddamn clingy,” he snapped in return. “I spent a couple of hours with my friend because he’s feeling like shit, and you’re giving me serious
               attitude. Jesus Christ, Dana, let me breathe.”
            

            
            “I took today off work so I could spend it with you,” Dana said. “The whole day. And tomorrow, too. That was what we agreed,
               remember? A weekend together. Just you and me.”
            

            
            “Yeah, well, you spoiled it,” Trent said, and pushed her. She stumbled backward onto the bed. “Now I’m going to New York City
               with Gerry. We’re meeting up with Casey and Holt and we won’t be back until Wednesday.”
            

            
            Dana rolled off the bed, using the momentum with which he’d pushed her down, and went for him. It was nothing she could control.
               Her anger overflowed and her body reacted. She thrust out her right hand—somewhere between a push and a slap—and connected
               with his jaw. He was a short guy, but stocky, with thick legs and that buff gym body. Even so, he rocked back on his heels.
            

            
            “You son of a bitch,” Dana hissed.

            
            Trent pushed his tongue into the side of his mouth and nodded. For one second it appeared that all the toxic angst went out
               of him—that her somewhat clumsy attack had made him see things from her point of view. Then he curled his lip and retaliated.
               He grabbed Dana by the throat and lifted her to the tips of her toes.
            

            
            “What did I say about putting your hands on me?”

            
            Dana writhed, her fingers digging in beneath his, trying to loosen his grip. She drew a whistling breath and rasped, “Trent . . . no . . . please.” He pinned her to the wall with such force that she banged the back of her head. The vibration made the door shake in its frame. Those spots reappeared across her vision, brighter and slower. Her eyes dimmed. 

            
            Trent pulled her forward, then slammed her against the wall again. Dana felt the impact in her spine and hips. She wheezed,
               removed one hand from his, and batted it across his face. It was neither hard nor effective. Trent bent at the knees and pushed
               upward, lifting her off the floor. She squirmed and kicked but remained pinned in place. His muscles bulged.
            

            
            “I’ll fucking kill you,” he said.

            
            “Please . . . can’t . . . breathe . . .”
            

            
            “Fucking bitch. You spoil everything.”

            
            “Trent—”
            

            
            He slammed her against the wall for a third time, then twisted at the waist and threw her across the room. She thumped into
               the dresser, knocking over most of the items arranged on top—bottles of designer cologne and various products to maintain
               his blowout hairdo—some of them rolling and toppling to the floor. Dana tried to keep her feet, but all the strength had gone
               out of her body. She slumped to her knees and dragged in big, burning gulps of air.
            

            
            “Stay out of my fucking way,” Trent roared. There was a pair of his dirty track pants balled up on the floor. He kicked them
               toward her, then picked them up and whipped them across her shoulders. The pain surprised Dana. Her father had only hit her
               once in her life. He’d been blind drunk at the time and couldn’t get his belt off fast enough (Frankie Lee had used his belt
               on her brothers many times; the sound of it striking their bare asses had accented Dana’s youth), so had grabbed a dish towel
               off the kitchen counter and whapped it across Dana’s back. Trent’s track pants felt like that: broad, savage, and likely to
               leave a mark that wouldn’t fade for a couple of days. Dana shuddered and curled up into a ball. Trent slapped her with the
               track pants again, then rubbed the stinking material against the side of her head and pushed her all the way to the floor.
            

            
            “Fucking bitch.”

            
            Dana looked up a moment later to see Trent pulling a backpack from the bottom of his closet. She was too furious to cry, and
               too amped with adrenaline to be scared. She couldn’t understand how, with so little effort, Trent had flipped this weekend
               on its ass. Similarly, she couldn’t comprehend how love could turn to hate so quickly. Surely love was too big for such a
               stark turnaround—an emotion so complex and multifaceted that it could only be gradually worn away. But no. Despite its wonder,
               it had cracked down the middle and crumbled to dust.
            

            
            Trent grabbed a couple of shirts and a pair of jeans from his closet and packed them into the backpack. He was breathing quickly,
               muttering under his breath. Dana heard the words “needy” and “whore.” She felt around on the floor until her fingers closed
               around something as hard as a stone and about the same size: a bottle of Truth for Men by Calvin Klein. It had squared edges
               and was mostly full. Dana pushed herself to one knee and threw it at Trent with all the strength she could muster. It missed
               his head by a couple of inches and shattered against the wall behind him. Trent flinched, looked at the wet spot on the wall,
               then at the broken pieces on the floor.
            

            
            “What the hell?” he said. The fragrance permeated the room, so much sweeter than the usual sweat-and-damp stink. “That was
               a sixty-dollar bottle of cologne.”
            

            
            He clenched his fists and stomped toward Dana again. She grabbed another item off the floor: a tube of Spiker hair gel. It
               was softer than the cologne bottle, but heavier. Dana threw it defensively. It went end over end and hit Trent in the mouth.
               He took a surprised step backward. His bottom lip was split open. Blood stained his teeth and ran onto his chin. Trent wiped
               it away with his fingers and looked at it with a sizzling expression.
            

            
            “Oh you bitch. That’s my blood. That’s my fucking—”
            

            
            Dana lunged forward, getting good power from her crouched position. She was going for the door. She wanted out of this room, out of this house. The sidewalk, even in this destitute part of Avon Hill, was an infinitely safer place to be. There’d be people—witnesses—sitting on their porches or walking their dogs. If not, Trent’s house was a block and a half from the Morgan Avenue intersection, with a 7-Eleven on the corner and a Taco Bell next to that. 

            
            She shoulder-checked Trent on her way to the door. It was like colliding with a punching bag: solid, but with a little give.
               Dana rebounded off him and stumbled sideways. Trent staggered, too, but his thick legs kept him upright. He grabbed a handful
               of Dana’s T-shirt, tearing it from the collar to the small of her back. Dana pirouetted inelegantly and freed herself, leaving
               Trent holding a scrap of yellow fabric. She made it to the door, pulled it open, and reeled onto the landing. A rasping scream
               rose from her lungs. Trent was right behind her.
            

            
            She reached the top of the stairs but that was as far as she got. Trent reached over the banister and snatched at her hair,
               which she’d tied back in a ponytail. He pulled as he rounded the newel post, yanking Dana off her feet. She hit the floor
               and flailed.
            

            
            “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” He struck the top of her head. Dana didn’t see the blow. It felt like an open
               hand but was as hard as a fist, maybe even a knee. “Huh? Stupid whore. You’re not going anywhere.”
            

            
            Trent dragged her back toward the bedroom. She worked with him, not against him, because it hurt less. “Okay, okay,” she said
               in a pleading tone, pushing with her elbows and knees. It felt as if he might tear her hair off in one thick piece, scalp
               and all. They reached the bedroom. Trent kicked the door wide and kept dragging her. Dana managed to scramble to her feet
               and aimed a kick at his left knee. He buckled but didn’t go down.
            

            
            “Bitch,” he screamed.

            
            That hurt him, Dana could tell. She tried again, determined to kick his little legs out from under him. Trent anticipated
               the move. He avoided her attack and followed with one of his own: a hard slap to the face that would have turned her head
               sideways if he didn’t still have hold of her hair. Dana sagged to her knees. Everything went out of focus. She blinked hard,
               barely registering that Trent had opened his closet door. He dragged her toward it, threw her inside, and slammed the door.
            

            
            Dana crumpled in the corner. Clothes had fallen on top of her. There were shoes beneath her. Everything hurt. Something thumped against the door—Trent’s fist, she thought at first, then realized it was the back of the chair he’d jammed beneath the handle to keep her from getting out. 

            
            “I hope you fucking die in there,” he said.
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            Dana kicked the door from the inside. She didn’t have much strength, though. She cried for a long time. Between her sobs and
               hitching breaths, she heard Trent moving around the house, packing a few things for his trip to the city. He was in and out
               of the bathroom, up and down the stairs.
            

            
            “Trent . . . please . . . please let me out of here,” she said when she heard him in the bedroom, probably picking his hair
               products and cologne up off the floor. It pained her heart to plead to him, but what else could she do? “Please, I just . . .
               just want to go home.”
            

            
            Trent ignored her. He was still breathing heavily, stomping his feet, doing everything with an angry edge. Dana heard him
               open and close the drawer in the nightstand. He kept his dirty magazines and party drugs in there: Molly, Special K, cocaine.
               He used to sell that shit on street corners in North Philly, a part of his past he’d shared with Dana almost as if it were
               a point of pride, and one she’d conveniently tried to forget. He wasn’t a big user, he said—only when his mojo needed a kickstart.
            

            
            “Trent . . . don’t do this. Come on, open the door . . .”

            
            He didn’t respond and he didn’t open the door. Dana heard the distinct sound of his backpack being zipped closed, then his
               footfalls on the stairs.
            

            
            “Trent . . . Trent!”
            

            
            Dana listened, waiting to hear him thud back upstairs, because he would, right? Surely he would. This was his fucked-up way of teaching her a lesson. He’d return to the bedroom, let her out of the closet, and
               expect her to be grateful. And maybe she would be, in a perverse way. Or maybe she’d claw his fucking eyes out.
            

            
            Both scenarios scrolled through Dana’s mind, and both filled her with disgust. Further contemplation was made redundant when she heard the front door opening, then slamming closed. 

            
            “Trent?” Dana whispered it at first, disbelieving. Then her voice got louder and louder until she was screaming his name,
               thumping the door with her fists.
            

            
            Finally, exhausted, realizing that Trent had left the house and wasn’t returning anytime soon, Dana sank back into the corner
               of the closet and wept.
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            She threw her shoulder against the door a little while later. It didn’t budge. She tried again and again. Nothing. She felt
               around in the gloom looking for something that might help. There were just clothes on the rail and shoes on the floor. She
               found a leather work boot with a steel toe and rapped this against the door like a hammer. It made a loud sound but that was
               all. Maybe she’d alert a neighbor if she hammered and screamed loud enough. Dana tried, not holding out much hope. The neighbor
               to the left was an elderly man who spent most of every day listening to classic soul on an old boom box. He sometimes walked
               up and down the street with it perched on his shoulder, like a character from 1978. Dana had never met the neighbors to the
               right. She’d never even seen them. They had another house in Tom’s River, Trent said, where they presumably spent most of
               their time.
            

            
            Still, Dana hammered and screamed. Her throat broke. Her arm ached. There was a broad crack of light beneath the door and
               gradually it dimmed.
            

            
         
         
            7

            The clothes rail was aluminum, about three feet long, supported by two C-shaped brackets. Dana removed the designer shirts,
               hoodies, and sweaters, and dropped them—still on their hangers—to the floor. She removed the rail and inspected one end with
               the tips of her fingers. Round, maybe an inch and a half in diameter.
            

            
            “Okay,” she croaked. Her throat was raw. It hurt every time she swallowed.

            
            She felt around on the floor and retrieved the boot with the steel-capped toe—her makeshift hammer. She placed one end of
               the rail against the trim around the door and started to hammer the very tip. This was not easy in the dark. Sometimes she
               hit the wall, sometimes she hit the trim. She even smacked her fingers on more than one occasion. Eventually, though, she
               got a feel for it and got a rhythm going. Whack-whack-whack. Firm, steady strikes. Dana paused intermittently to rest and to also check the tip of the rail. It went from a circle to
               an oval. She kept hammering. Time passed. The light in the crack beneath the door went from dim to nothing at all. Dana checked
               the tip of the rail again. Getting closer. She used one of Trent’s shirts to wipe the sweat from her face and throat. The
               skin there was still tender where Trent had grabbed her and thrown her up against the wall. She wondered if his fingertips
               had left little bruises. Dana put that thought out of her mind and kept hammering, finally stopping when the tip was as flat
               as two stacked nickels.
            

            
            She dropped the boot and blew on her right palm. There was a blister on the pad of her thumb, quite a large one by the feel
               of it. No biggie. If she got out of this closet, she’d consider that a fair trade-off. Dana dropped to one knee and slotted
               the flattened tip of the clothes rail through the crack beneath the door. It went all the way under, stopping after three
               or so inches, where the rail widened to its original shape. She took several deep breaths and visualized breaking free, grabbing
               her things, and setting fire to Trent’s bed before leaving via the back door. Her heart thumped miserably. She grabbed the
               other end of the clothes rail and levered upward.
            

            
            The bottom of the door crunched, then split. Dana moved the flattened tip a couple of inches to the right and levered again.
               The splitting sound was louder.
            

            
            “Come on, you son of a bitch.”

            
            The door was a wood composite, hollow core, the same cheap-ass doors Dana had in her own house (which her father and brothers had put their fists through more than once during fights with each other). Small pieces of fiberboard splintered and fell away. Dana continued to lever the clothes rail, using it like a prybar, working it farther beneath the door as the bottom edge gradually deformed. She’d soon made a jagged, semicircular hole, perhaps large enough for a cartoon mouse to run through if it were being chased by a cartoon cat. Dana tried squeezing her hand through but couldn’t. Not yet. She moved the flat end of the rail another couple of inches to the right and levered again. The bottom of the door crunched and cracked. Dana kept working. Sweat ran into her eyes and there was a spasm in her back. 

            
            The hole at the bottom of the door got bigger. Dana brushed away the debris and slipped her hand through, all the way to her
               forearm. She grabbed the angled back leg of the chair but couldn’t get the leverage to dislodge it. Dana pulled her hand back,
               picked up the clothes rail, and made the hole bigger still. She tried again and got more of her arm through. The chair leg
               held fast, though, gripping to the threadbare carpet. Dana groaned but remained undeterred. She’d pry and lever with the clothes
               rail until she’d made a hole large enough to squeeze her entire body through, if that’s what it took.
            

            
            Fortunately, it didn’t. Dana got an idea. She turned the rail around and used the circular end—it would cover more area—on
               the bottom of the chair leg, tapping against it repeatedly, generating small but meaningful vibrations. As with the boot-hammer,
               she developed a steady rhythm. Tap-tap-tap . . . tap-tap-tap. Maybe it was in her mind, but Dana was certain she felt the chair leg shifting one fraction at a time. Just when she was about to reach through and try with her hand again, the back
               legs slid out and the chair toppled to the floor.
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            Dana didn’t set fire to Trent’s bed. She sprawled across it until the pins and needles in her legs went away and her many
               aches abated just enough.
            

            
            It was 8:31. By her rough estimation, she’d been in the closet for four hours. It had seemed much longer. Dana rolled off the bed, switched on the light, and examined herself in the mirror. She did indeed have fingertip-size bruises on her throat. Her eyes were swollen and bloodshot, surrounded by inkblots of mascara. Her fingers were stiff—it hurt to flex them—and she had blisters on both palms. In the coming days, she would discover bruises on her upper back and right thigh. 

            
            Dana limped to the bathroom, splashed her face with water, and drank straight from the faucet. It was metallic-tasting and
               tepid, but it soothed her throat as if it had been drawn from a spring in a Scandinavian forest.
            

            
            She returned to the bedroom. The smell of Truth by Calvin Klein hung in the air. It sickened her. Whenever she smelled it
               in future years—in a bar, on the subway, in the street—it triggered vivid flashbacks. She would relive the violent events
               leading up to that moment, and those yet to follow.
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            Exhausted, dazed, and hurting, Dana gathered most of her possessions and left the house. She was so out of sorts that she
               forgot her wallet, some of her favorite clothes, and the preppy little makeup bag—the words SO CUTE written across the front—that
               Carly had gifted her for her nineteenth birthday.
            

            
            It flashed through her mind again to set fire to something and burn the fucking house down, but that would only bring more
               trouble to her door. Besides, all she really wanted was to get out of there. Trent’s Kawasaki was in the driveway, beneath
               a tarp. He’d obviously walked to Gerry’s house, maybe half a mile away, and Gerry had driven them into the city. Dana thought
               about kicking the motorcycle off its stand, having Trent come back to a dented exhaust or a broken mirror. It was an appealing
               thought, but she lacked the energy. She did spit on it, though, which gave her some satisfaction.
            

            
            Her Corsica was parked on the street. Dana stumbled toward it. She fished her keys from her purse—not noticing that her wallet
               wasn’t there—and unlocked it. She tossed her bags onto the passenger seat and got behind the wheel. After a moment to steady
               the tremors in her hands and wipe the tears from her eyes, she started the engine and drove home.
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            She took a long shower and climbed into bed. It was the first time in who knew how many years that she’d shut off her bedroom
               light before ten p.m. on a Saturday. She might have been wearing Sonic the Hedgehog pajamas the last time it happened. This
               didn’t mean she fell asleep any earlier. Quite the opposite: Dana lay awake most of the night replaying everything in her
               mind, from their ugly morning sex to her escape from the closet. Again, she asked herself how love could turn to hate so quickly.
            

            
            She slept in patches, the longest of which was between three and five a.m. The streetlight outside her bedroom window shone
               through the cracks in the blinds. It eventually changed to sunlight. Dana watched it happen.
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            Dana needed her friend. Her only true friend. She called Carly on Sunday morning, forgetting that she was at church with her
               parents—one of the many downsides, Carly said, of living at home. She insisted that would change when she went to college.
               “Sunday mornings will be for hangovers, not Jesus.” Carly still aspired to being a journalist.
            

            
            Both women had phones in their rooms. They’d spent many evenings as teenagers tying up the line, talking about music and school
               and friends and Friends and boys, among other things. Dana punched in Carly’s number and got the answering machine. She left a four-word message.
            

            
            “Hey. I need you.”

            
            She took another shower and went downstairs for breakfast, thinking that food might restore some of her vigor. Michael, her
               older brother, sat at the kitchen table eating pancakes.
            

            
            “Sup,” he said.

            
            “Sup.”

            
            Michael, twenty-four, lived at home, too, although he was saving up for his own place in Parsippany, where he worked. He had a job in a foundry moving huge blocks of steel around on fat, oily chains, and in the last three years had transformed from a wiry man-runt into a tattooed, broad-shouldered Atlas. Dana looked at the muscles bulging beneath the sleeves of Michael’s T-shirt and considered telling him what Trent had done. Big brothers looked after their sisters. That was the law of the land. Michael would want to pay Trent a little visit when he returned from New York on Wednesday. Maybe her old man would go, too, and father and son would exact their vengeance—a good, old-fashioned Irish American beatdown. Nothing less than Trent deserved. 

            
            Dana said nothing, though. Much like setting fire to Trent’s house, it would only bring more trouble. Her family didn’t need
               that. She used her hair to cover the bruises on her throat.
            

            
            “I thought you were with Trent this weekend,” Michael said without looking up from his pancakes.

            
            “That was the plan,” Dana said, and sighed. She poured Trix into a bowl, splashed milk on top, but didn’t feel like eating
               it. “He went into the city with his boys.”
            

            
            Michael looked at her. She noted the brotherly concern in his eyes, then he grunted and squidged more Aunt Jemima on his breakfast.

            
            “What a fucking douchebag,” he said.
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            Carly didn’t like Trent. Never had. Since the minute she met him, when he’d surveyed her from behind his designer sunglasses
               and said, You didn’t tell me she was Black, Carly had done everything she could to avoid being in his company. This wasn’t always possible. She and Dana would run into
               him at the mall or at Mickey D’s, or even just walking down the street—Avon Hill wasn’t a big town—and Carly wouldn’t be able
               to ignore him. He’d dropped by a few parties the girls were invited to. One time, Trent and Casey had turned up at the multiplex
               when the girls were watching American Pie 2 and had sat with them, a guy on either side. Casey had put his hand on Carly’s thigh a couple of times, until Carly threatened
               to cut it off. She had a mean streak that never failed to surprise Dana.
            

            
            It put pressure on their friendship. They spent less time together. They had discussed the possibility of renting an apartment, but no way that was going to happen with Trent in the picture, dropping
               by every other night, helping himself to whatever was in the refrigerator and hogging the TV. Carly had started hanging out
               with her cousin or with Maya Sweet, her friend from swim club, whom Dana had met a couple of times and didn’t see eye to eye
               with. With pressure from her parents, Carly had more actively looked at Montclair State and Seton Hall as college options.
               She worked two jobs—waiting tables at the Doo-Wop Diner and on the front desk at the Garland Hotel—and put as much as she
               could afford into a small (but steadily growing) education fund. Dana, meanwhile, had given up on any pretense of going to
               college. She still kinda wanted to be a firefighter, but she’d recently been promoted to shift manager at the Big Soup and the money was okay.
            

            
            Dana had mentioned to Carly that she felt they were drifting apart. They were riding the Big Wheel at the Avon Hill Summer
               Rib Fest, which they’d done every year since they were fifteen years old. The cars would creak and swing precariously, their
               bolts coated with old oil and their paintwork peeling. The Manhattan skyline was visible from its highest point, the twin
               towers punctuating its southern edge like a couple of exclamation points.
            

            
            “Do you feel the same way?” Dana had asked.

            
            “Not really,” Carly replied after a little thought. “We’ll always be friends. We’ll always be close.”

            
            “But you’re going to college, and I know you don’t like Trent. Those two things—”

            
            “College is still a year away. At least. And the schools I’m looking at are close enough that I wouldn’t have to live on campus.
               I mean, I will, of course, but I’ll be home plenty, and I’ll see you lots.” Carly smiled and clutched Dana’s hand. “As for Trent . . . no,
               I’m not a fan. That’s no secret. But he won’t come between us.”
            

            
            “No?”

            
            “No.” Carly shook her head. “You probably don’t want to hear this, but I can’t see you and him being a long-term thing.”

            
            Dana didn’t want to hear this. She let go of Carly’s hand and looked east. They were at the top now and there was the skyline, pale gray
               in the haze.
            

            
            “What do you see in him anyway?” Carly asked.

            
            “Again with that question.”
            

            
            “I’m still waiting for a satisfactory answer.”

            
            Dana bristled. Her hair fluttered in the breeze. “He’s rough around the edges, I know that, but it’s all . . . bravado, machismo. Is that the word? I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s not real. Inside, he’s different. He’s kind and sweet and funny.
               He just needs to be loved.”
            

            
            “What about you?”

            
            “What about me?”

            
            “Don’t you need to be loved, too?”

            
            Dana took in the view again, brushing wisps of hair from her forehead. “He does love me,” she whispered after a moment, but
               she didn’t sound sure. Their car stopped at the bottom, and they got out. They’d never ride the Big Wheel together again.
            

            
            “Listen,” Carly said a few minutes later. They were lining up for Curly’s Rockin’ Ribs, the best at the Fest—another tradition
               that would never be repeated. “You do whatever you have to. Just know that we’ll always be friends, that I love you, and that if you ever need me, I’ll be there.”
            

            
            And so she was.
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            “What the fuck did he do to you?”

            
            Carly lifted Dana’s hair back and examined the bruises on both sides of her throat, representing the span and grip of Trent’s
               right hand. Dana’s eyes flooded with tears. She fell into Carly’s arms and cried for a long time. Carly held her on the edge
               of Dana’s bed, rocking her gently. VH1 played on the TV, loud enough that they wouldn’t be overheard.
            

            
            Dana told Carly everything. It took almost forty minutes. She raced ahead a few times and had to back up to fill in the details, pausing often to drink water as her throat was still so sore. Carly asked questions she didn’t particularly want answers to, her sadness and anger steadily increasing. It reached a fiery high when Dana showed her the reddish bruise on her back made by Trent’s track pants. She still hadn’t discovered the one on her thigh. 

            
            “That motherfucker,” Carly said. Her eyes blazed. “You need to go to the police. That’s assault, Dana. Maybe even aggravated assault. He strangled you and locked you in a closet.”
            

            
            “No police,” Dana said. “He’ll say I hit him first and I think, maybe, I did. I mean, he pushed me onto the bed, then I hit
               him. So . . . yeah. It’s better that the cops don’t get involved. It’ll just get messy.”
            

            
            “Messier for him,” Carly insisted.
            

            
            “Probably, yeah. But . . . I don’t want to drag this out. I just want to forget about him. Move on. The bruises will fade.”

            
            Carly stayed with Dana for the rest of the day. They listened to music and watched DVDs—nothing heavy, just fluff: The Brady Bunch Movie, Dirty Dancing, their favorite episodes of Friends. The phone in Dana’s room rang three times and Carly answered, prepared to tell Trent to go fuck himself, but it was never
               him. She brushed Dana’s hair, painted her nails, and laundered the clothes that Dana had taken to Trent’s. Some of them still
               smelled of his cologne. In the evening, Carly picked up Mexican food from La Cazuela and they ate it while listening to the
               latest tunes that Dana had downloaded on Kazaa.
            

            
            Carly left just before ten. She advised Dana to take Monday off work, and Dana said she’d think about it—which she did, but
               not for long. She wanted to get back on track, and work, routine, would help with that. After Carly left, she went downstairs, still wanting company. Her brothers weren’t around but her
               old man was in the kitchen, sitting at the table with one big hand curled around a can of Bud. There were a few dead soldiers
               pushed off to one side. He’d been at the Grapevine Bar for most of the day and had come home and carried on drinking. This
               and his work—two jobs: running the excavator at the town dump and washing dishes at Barnaby’s—were his life. He’d be dead
               in three years, a heart attack, forty-nine years old.
            

            
            “Hey, angel.”

            
            “Hey, Dad.”

            
            “Whatchoo do today?”

            
            “Nothing much.”

            
            “With Carly?”

            
            “Yeah. We just . . . watched some movies. Listened to music.”

            
            “Mm-hmm. Good.” Frankie finished his beer, placed the empty can with the other casualties, and flicked a hand toward the refrigerator.
               Dana fetched him another. He thanked her with a blank nod and popped the top: Phhsssk.

            
            “You at the Grapevine?” Dana knew he was.

            
            “For a while. Watched the ball game.”

            
            “Yankees win?”

            
            “Beat the Red Sox seven to two.”

            
            “That’s good.”

            
            “Mm-hmm.”

            
            Dana considered sitting with him for a while, but this was not the company she had in mind. She poured herself a glass of
               milk, drank it quickly, and said goodnight.
            

            
            “It was your mom’s birthday yesterday,” Frankie said as she reached the kitchen door. “You remember?”

            
            “No.” Dana didn’t have it in her to lie.

            
            “You should remember.”
            

            
            “I know.” But she had other things on her mind: loving Trent, hating Trent, escaping from the closet he’d locked her in. “I’ll
               put some flowers on her grave tomorrow.”
            

            
            “You do that, angel.” He sipped his beer. “You do that.”
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            Dana went to work the following morning feeling better but still jittery. She had to tie her hair back but wore a neckerchief
               to hide her bruises. The smiles she offered the Big Soup’s customers were paper thin.
            

            
            She went to Pam’s Bunches during her lunch hour to buy birthday flowers for her mom’s grave. She planned to drive out to Hillside Drive Cemetery, only a couple of miles away, sit in the lush grass next to her mom’s headstone, and eat Cheetos while talking to her about stuff. Probably Trent. She would cry a little, no doubt, maybe a lot, and go back to work. She chose a pretty but inexpensive arrangement—peonies, her mom loved peonies—but realized when she went to pay that her wallet wasn’t in her purse. 

            
            “Everything okay, hon?” Pam asked.

            
            Dana closed her eyes and saw her wallet on Trent’s kitchen counter, next to the phone. She’d used it when she ordered the
               pizza on Friday night, when everything was still good.
            

            
            “I, umm . . . I’m sorry.” Dana dashed out of the store, upset with herself and concerned that she’d have to confront Trent
               to get her wallet back. She didn’t want to see him, or be anywhere near him, for a long time. If ever. Then she remembered
               that Trent was in New York City until Wednesday. She could drive to his house, go in through the back door (which she’d left
               unlocked), and grab it. She could also pick up anything else she’d left behind in her dazed state, and maybe take a piss in
               his closet for good measure.
            

            
            A simple solution. Except it wasn’t. Dana drove to Trent’s house and the sight of it, with its dark windows, dirty siding,
               and overgrown yard, sent waves of panic rushing through her. She stood in the driveway with her heart drumming and an icy
               sweat coating her skin, recalling everything that had happened with perfect clarity. She felt Trent’s heavy hands, smelled
               the Calvin Klein cologne as the bottle smashed against the wall, and heard the hammer-like sound of the steel-toe boot hitting
               the inside of the closet door. It was all too much. Dana’s legs weakened. She staggered back to her car and slumped behind
               the wheel. It took several attempts to get the key into the ignition. She drove away but parked outside the 7-Eleven until
               her hands had stopped shaking, then went back to work.
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            Carly worked the afternoon shift at the Garland Hotel on Mondays. Dana called the front desk from the phone in the Big Soup’s
               office.
            

            
            “What time do you get off?” Dana asked. Her heart was still jumping.

            
            “Eight,” Carly replied, then, after a pause: “Why?”

            
            “I need my wingwoman. My right-hand girl.” Dana’s lips trembled, trying to put on a brave smile. “I left my wallet at Trent’s
               house, and I need to get it. Some other things, too.”
            

            
            Silence on the other end of the line. Dana could almost hear Carly’s mind working.

            
            “Will you come with me?” Dana continued. “For moral support.”

            
            Carly lowered her voice. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

            
            “The house is empty,” Dana said. “Trent, Holt, Casey . . . they’re all in the city until Wednesday.”

            
            “Do you know that for sure?”

            
            “I was there earlier. Holt’s car wasn’t in the driveway. No one was home—you can tell, right? But I couldn’t go in. I couldn’t
               do it.”
            

            
            “Dana . . .” Another pause, even longer, then Carly put Dana on hold. Elevator music played while a regal voice declaimed
               the Garland Hotel’s many premium features. Dana listened to this for at least a minute, then Carly came back on the line:
            

            
            “Sorry about that.”

            
            “S’okay.”

            
            “Listen, I don’t think you should go back to the house. Forget the wallet. Get a new wallet. Call your bank and cancel—”
            

            
            “It’s not just the wallet or the cards,” Dana interjected. “I had cash in there. One hundred and sixty dollars. I don’t want
               Trent to have that. Fuck him. I worked my ass off for that money.”
            

            
            “I get it, but—”

            
            “And there’s a photo of me and my mom in there. My favorite photo.” Dana blinked at tears, leaning against the Big Soup’s
               office wall with one hand cupping her forehead. “There’s other stuff: a couple of outfits that I love, and that makeup bag
               you bought me. Remember?”
            

            
            “I remember.”

            
            “I have to go back there.”

            
            “Dana . . .”

            
            “I don’t want to go with Michael or my dad. That’ll just lead to questions, and then there’ll be trouble.”

            
            “Right,” Carly said.

            
            “No one’s home,” Dana insisted. She stood up straight and squared her shoulders. “The back door is unlocked. It’ll take three
               minutes.”
            

            
            Yet another pause. Dana heard the comings and goings of the hotel in the background. She imagined Carly standing at the front
               desk with her hair up and her name tag shimmering, looking very professional, keeping all her concerns and angst on the inside.
            

            
            “Will you come with me?” Dana asked.

            
            “Yeah,” Carly said, and then, whispering: “I keep you safe.”

            
            “I’ll pick you up at eight.”
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            Dana parked across from the Garland Hotel. At 8:03, Carly stepped through the revolving doors. She wore white sneakers and
               had her purse over one shoulder but was otherwise in her work attire. Dana waved to her. Carly crossed the street and got
               into the car. The radio was tuned to 95.5 WPLJ, the same as usual. “When It’s Over” by Sugar Ray played at a low volume. It
               was like any other time that Carly had jumped into Dana’s passenger seat—to go cruising, to go to the mall or to Mickey D’s—but
               it felt different. There was an edge that didn’t feel good.
            

            
            “Still not sure about this,” Carly said.

            
            “If we get there and Holt’s car is in the driveway, or if any lights are on, we keep driving.”

            
            Trent lived in Harmony Court, on the other side of the tracks. It was a warm evening, minimal traffic. It took Dana eight
               minutes to get there. She drove past the house to begin with, looking for any sign that someone was home. The windows out
               front were dark, and Trent’s Kawasaki was the only thing in the driveway, still under its tarp. Dana drove around the block
               and approached Trent’s place again, this time pulling to a stop outside the neighbor’s house.
            

            
            “You ready?” Carly said.

            
            “Feel sick . . . shaky.” Dana held out one hand, unable to keep it steady. “But let’s go.”

            
            They got out of the car. The street was active: people on their porches, some dude barbecuing out of his garage, a couple
               arguing on their lawn. Nobody paid any attention to Dana and Carly. They walked up Trent’s driveway and along the side of
               the house. Music played at a considerable volume: the Isley Brothers singing “This Old Heart of Mine.” It was coming from
               the house next door—the elderly man with his boom box.
            

            
            Dana and Carly went around back, stepping carefully in the dark. The kitchen light was on.

            
            “Someone’s home,” Carly whispered.

            
            “I don’t think so,” Dana said. She swallowed awkwardly. Her heart ran way too fast. “It was dark by the time I got out. I
               must have left the light on.”
            

            
            “You don’t sound sure.”

            
            “Yeah . . . no. I mean . . . yeah.” Dana curled her lip and frowned. “I don’t remember for certain, but I was kinda shaken
               up.”
            

            
            They looked at each other for several seconds, then Dana stepped onto the back deck and approached the kitchen window. Carly
               followed. They peered inside, not getting too close to the glass. The kitchen was empty, except for a few cockroaches skittering
               around the sink.
            

            
            “Looks the same,” Dana noted. A shithole, in other words. Their empty pizza box was on the stovetop, exactly where Dana had
               left it, with more clutter—an open bag of Funyuns, crumpled beer cans, a carton of sour milk—scattered all around. More roaches
               crawled over a stack of dirty plates. Dana couldn’t see her wallet from this angle. Too much crap in the way.
            

            
            “What do you think?” Carly asked.

            
            “There’s nobody home,” Dana replied, nodding resolutely. She went to the door, grasped the knob, and turned it slowly. Still
               unlocked. The edge of the door rubbed against the jamb, sticking a little. Dana bumped it with her shoulder, and it swung
               inward with a loud scraping sound.
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            In his bedroom upstairs, lying in the cool dark and coming down from a Molly Percocet high, Trent opened his eyes.
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            Being in the house again hit Dana hard. She clutched Carly’s forearm and fixed herself to the spot. Her heart was banging
               so forcefully that she thought it might knock her off balance.
            

            
            “Gimme . . . a second,” she said.

            
            Carly took both of Dana’s hands, facing her, correcting her when she swayed to one side. Dana clenched her jaw and looked
               at her feet. She tried not to inhale the greasy stink of the kitchen but had to. It sickened her. Everything about this place
               sickened her. Just the thought of going upstairs—breathing in the reek of cologne while she picked her things up off Trent’s
               bedroom floor, seeing the overturned chair and the hole in the bottom of the closet door—sent an unpleasant shiver through
               her.
            

            
            “I don’t think I can do this,” she thought, except she said it out loud, not realizing until Carly responded.

            
            “You don’t have to. We can just leave.”

            
            Dana blinked hard and took a deep breath. She looked around the kitchen and into the living room, at all the mess and neglect.
               How had she ever believed this was a good place? Carly continued to hold both her hands.
            

            
            “Go back to the car,” she said. “I’ve got this. Just tell me where to look.”

            
            “Wallet,” Dana said, and made up her mind in that moment: Forget her makeup bag (and its contents, amounting to hundreds of
               dollars), and forget the clothes she’d left in the bathroom and strewn across Trent’s bedroom floor. Those things could be
               replaced. All she wanted was her wallet.
            

            
            She let go of Carly’s hands and stepped across the kitchen. The dirty black phone was at the end of the dirty gray counter
               next to the dirty white refrigerator. Her wallet was next to the phone, so clearly embedded in her mind—that was exactly where she left it—that she made a small, surprised sound when she didn’t see it there.
            

            
            “Huh? What . . . ?”

            
            “What is it?” Carly asked.

            
            “My wallet. I left it here. Next to the phone.” Dana moved a box of Cap’n Crunch and a huge tub of Muscle Milk protein powder.
               There was no wallet hiding behind them. She lifted a stack of unopened mail. Still nothing. “What the hell?”
            

            
            “You sure?” Carly moved some crap, too, but the wallet wasn’t there.

            
            “Yeah. I mean, I think . . .” Dana glanced into the living room. Had she brought it in from the kitchen after ordering the pizza? Maybe it was on the coffee table or on the arm of the sofa, where
               she’d been sitting playing video games with Trent. That was Friday evening. It felt like a long time ago.
            

            
            Dana walked around the edge of the counter and into the gloom of the living room. The first waft of Truth touched her nostrils
               from all the way upstairs. She covered her mouth and nose with one hand and reached for the light switch with the other.
            

            
            Flick.
            

            
            Dana didn’t see him to begin with—she was facing the living room—but sensed something and turned quickly. Trent stood at the
               bottom of the stairs dressed only in boxer shorts and socks. He breathed raggedly. His eyes whirled and his mouth was claggy
               at the corners. He had Dana’s wallet in one hand. He held it up and took a step toward her.
            

            
            “You looking for this?”
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            Dana still had one hand covering her mouth and nose and it stifled the shrill sound that broke from her throat. She backed
               up three or four steps and might have stumbled over the edge of the armchair if Carly hadn’t been there. She hadn’t left her
               side the whole time.
            

            
            “Ladies,” Trent said. He rolled his jaw and it clicked.

            
            “We don’t want any trouble.” Carly stepped ahead of Dana and thrust out her chin. “We just came to pick up Dana’s things.”

            
            “Her things?”

            
            “Yeah. That wallet, for a start.”

            
            “This wallet?” Trent looked at it in his hand, turning it this way and that. “Is this the wallet you’re talking about?”

            
            “Don’t be an asshole, Trent.”

            
            He laughed. It was a humorless, guttural sound. There was a crust of saliva in his stubble. His pupils were dilated. Dana
               recalled the party drugs in the drawer of his nightstand. He was either high or just starting to come down. Maybe that made
               him more sedate, like a doped-up animal. Or more aggressive. One of her old man’s sayings came to mind: Fuck around and find out.
            

            
            Dana stepped level with Carly and held out her hand. “My wallet, Trent. Give it to me.”

            
            “Dana . . . we need . . . need to talk.”

            
            “I’ve got nothing to say to you. Just give me my wallet.”

            
            “Do it, Trent,” Carly said. “Don’t make me call the cops.”

            
            “Fuck you. Black bitch.” Trent showed his teeth. He swayed from left to right, his chest jumping with each rapid breath. “I’ll
               beat the shit out of you. I’ll fucking kill you.” Then he laughed again and tossed the wallet to Dana, who caught it one-handed.
               “There. Fucking take it.”
            

            
            “Come on,” Carly said. She grabbed the sleeve of Dana’s hoodie and urged her toward the kitchen, both women keeping their
               eyes on Trent.
            

            
            “Fucking bitches,” he said.

            
            “You’re a fucking scumbag,” Carly said. She was boiling mad—Dana could see it in her eyes—and no doubt drawing mettle from
               the fact that Trent was clearly strung out. “You go anywhere near Dana again, you’re going to be sorry.”
            

            
            “Yeah?”

            
            “Yeah. I know a lot of people in this town. You don’t know anyone. Anyone. You’re just a fucking greaseball from the hood.”
            

            
            “I’ll fucking kill you.”

            
            “Fuck you. Fucking loser asshole.”

            
            They were halfway across the kitchen. Dana had flipped open her wallet and looked inside. She stopped, pulling her sleeve
               from Carly’s grasp.
            

            
            “Where’s the money, Trent?”

            
            He made a rumbling sound in his throat and wiped the gummy residue from the corners of his mouth.

            
            “The money,” Dana stormed. She held her wallet out, showing Trent the empty pockets. “I had a hundred and sixty bucks in here.”
            

            
            “Hunnert and sixty-five.”

            
            “Where is it?”

            
            “Mine now.” Trent thumped his chest and tottered back a step. “Mine. I’m using it to pay for a new fucking closet door.”
            

            
            “Are you for real?” Dana asked. “Really? Are you fucking serious?”

            
            “Come on,” Carly said, tugging Dana’s sleeve again. “Let’s get out of here.”

            
            Dana resisted, digging through her wallet again, pulling the pockets wide, looking behind her driver’s license and store cards.
               “No, no, no,” she said under her breath. “Please, no.” She shot Carly a miserable look, then turned on Trent.
            

            
            “Where’s the photo of my mom?”

            
            Trent laughed again.

            
            “Where is it, Trent?”

            
            “In here.” Trent patted his firm stomach. “I tore it into little pieces and swallowed them down. Finger-licking good.”

            
            Dana didn’t know if this was true or not. It was certainly something Trent was capable of, especially high, but the fact that
               he said it, that he could even think such a thing, filled her with a pure and burning sadness. She’d woken up that morning believing she couldn’t hate Trent more,
               but she’d been wrong.
            

            
            “You’re a real piece of shit,” Carly said to him. “You know that?”

            
            Trent licked his fingers.

            
            “My photo,” Dana said. “My mom.”

            
            “Come on,” Carly said. They were only a few steps from the back door. Carly all but dragged Dana the rest of the way. It wasn’t
               that she didn’t want to leave; more that she was almost too rigid to walk. Trent followed them into the kitchen, scratching
               his jaw, his stubble rasping.
            

            
            “Dana,” he said. “You’re not going anywhere. Not until we’ve talked things through.”

            
            Dana shook her head, not in reply but in stupefaction. Her emotions rolled and rumbled—hate, anger, and sadness sloshing around
               inside her. At that moment, Carly was the only dependable thing in her universe. Dana grasped her forearm like a child holding
               on to her parent on a crowded street. They were at the back door now. Carly grabbed the knob in her free hand and started
               to pull it open.
            

            
            Trent pounced, making up in power what he lacked in speed. He closed the distance between them with broad steps and shoved
               Carly so hard that she fell against the door, slamming it closed. She still had hold of Dana’s arm. Trent grabbed the same
               arm. He was stronger and Carly was off balance. With little effort, he yanked Dana free, then planted one hand on her chest
               and shoved her across the kitchen. She hit the counter and sprawled.
            

            
            “You can take your Black ass home,” Trent said to Carly, gesturing at the door that she’d fallen against. “Me and Dana need
               to talk. This don’t concern you.”
            

            
            Carly rose to her feet and stumbled forward. “No, Trent. She’s coming with me.”

            
            “Take one more step,” Trent warned, “and I’ll kick the shit out of both of you.”

            
            “You’re high as fuck and there are two of us,” Carly retorted. “I’d like to see you try.”

            
            Trent ground his jaw and stepped toward Carly, bunching his right hand into a fist and raising it to shoulder height. He didn’t
               see Dana grab the hefty tub of protein powder off the counter and stagger up behind him. As he cocked his fist to strike Carly,
               she lifted the tub over her head and slammed it down on the top of his skull. It wasn’t full, but it was still heavy, maybe
               six or seven pounds, the weight of a brick. Trent’s legs buckled. He took a couple of jittery steps, then caught the edge
               of the counter and kept himself upright.
            

            
            Carly didn’t hesitate. She went for him, springing off her heels and pushing him with both hands. He stumbled sideways and this time he did fall. He landed on his ass, slid across the dirty linoleum, and thumped into the refrigerator. Dana followed up, using the tub of protein powder again. She threw it like a shot put, putting all her strength and emotion into it. The tub revolved slowly and struck Trent’s upper arm. The cap popped off and powder went everywhere. 

            
            “You son of a bitch,” Dana gasped.

            
            Carly was at the back door again. She opened it, turned, and reached for Dana’s hand. “Let’s go, Dana. Quickly.”
            

            
            Dana stumbled toward her, then went back and retrieved her wallet from the counter. She’d put it down when she grabbed the
               tub of protein powder. It would be farcical to forget it twice. This whole ordeal, and dragging Carly into it, would be for
               nothing.
            

            
            “Quickly,” Carly repeated.
            

            
            Dana was quick, but Trent had her beat. He propelled himself forward with his arms, sliding through the spilled powder on the floor,
               then reached out and caught Dana’s ankle. She went down hard, banging the side of her head on a cupboard door. All the air
               rushed out of her lungs. She flipped onto her stomach and tried to push herself to her hands and knees, but Trent still had
               hold of her ankle. He pulled Dana closer, hooked the fingers of his right hand into the waistband of her jeans, and heaved
               her toward the living room. Dana banged into another cupboard and lay unevenly across the threshold where the linoleum met
               the carpet.
            

            
            Trent picked himself up and turned his attention to Carly. She had unclasped her purse and reached her hand inside, rooting
               desperately through its contents. Trent reached her before she found what she was looking for. He hit her twice, first with
               his open hand, cleanly catching the left side of her face, then drumming his fist against the back of her head. Carly wobbled,
               stabilizing herself with one hand on the door. The other was still inside her purse.
            

            
            “Last chance,” Trent said. Powder covered his face, too. His eyes looked impossibly dark. “Get the fuck out of here, or it’ll
               only get worse for you. Dana, too.”
            

            
            “I’m not leaving her,” Carly gasped.

            
            “Are you fucking stupid?”

            
            “I’m not leaving her.”
            

            
            Trent growled. He drew his fist back for a third strike just as Carly looped her fingers around the switchblade knife in her
               purse. In one smooth motion, she whipped the knife out, pressed the little chrome button embedded in the handle, and cut a
               silver quarter circle in the air. Trent backed up a step. He and Carly glanced down at his tattooed abs and watched a thin
               red line appear across the word kenzo.
            

            
            “Oh,” he said.

            
            Dana pushed herself to one knee. She looked at the knife in Carly’s hand, flashing back to their day trip to the city seven
               months earlier, and the man who had accosted them on West Eighteenth Street. Dana had never seen that side of Carly—the ferocious
               guardian—and remembered believing, somewhat fearfully, that she meant every word she said. One wrong move and that creepy
               old fucker would be wearing an eye patch for the rest of his life.
            

            
            “You cut me,” Trent said. He looked at his stomach again. Droplets of blood flowered across the red line and trickled to the
               waistband of his boxers. “Fucking . . . cut me.”
            

            
            Carly’s eyes burned and her mouth trembled. Her lip was bleeding, too, where Trent had slapped her.

            
            “Next time it’ll be your throat,” she said.

            
            Each stood rooted to the spot, waiting for the other to make a move. The blade in Carly’s hand was five inches long, glimmering
               in the kitchen light. A thread of Trent’s blood colored one edge.
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            Dana got to her feet. Fresh waves of pain rolled through her body. Her left knee throbbed. She couldn’t remember twisting
               or banging it. Maybe it had been when Trent had grabbed her ankle and yanked her across the floor. She limped a little closer
               to Trent and Carly, raising her hands warily.
            

            
            “She means it, Trent.” Dana’s words rasped but they carried conviction. “Let us go. No need for this to get any worse.”

            
            “Bitch cut me,” Trent said.

            
            “That’s just a scratch,” Carly said. No doubt she was scared but her hand was steady. “You want to see what I can really do?”

            
            “You think I’m scared of you?”

            
            “You should be.”

            
            “I’m not scared of you.” Trent cracked an ugly smile. “Bitch with a blade. I faced worse on every street corner in Kenzo. Crackheads, dealers,
               gangsters, dirty cops. Jesus, I’ve had more guns pointed at me than you’ve had dicks in your mouth. I’m still here. Some of
               those motherfuckers are not. Why do you think I had to get out of Philly?”
            

            
            “You’re so full of shit,” Carly said.

            
            “Yeah?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            Trent inhaled stridently through his nose—a sign, Dana knew, that he was about to redline. If Dana didn’t do something quickly,
               one of them could get seriously hurt. Possibly killed.
            

            
            She thought about knocking Trent out, hitting him from behind with something heavier than a jumbo tub of protein powder. A
               skillet, maybe, or a toaster. There was a grease-caked George Foreman grill next to the microwave. Hurting, limping, Dana
               didn’t think she could brandish any of these things competently enough to catch Trent by surprise.
            

            
            “Carly,” she said, realizing that her best hope of defusing this was to remove Carly from the equation. “Get out of here.
               Go. Just go.”
            

            
            “Dana—”

            
            “Please, Carly. You go. I’ll talk to Trent. I’ll be fine.”
            

            
            “I’m not leaving you.”

            
            The following seconds moved slowly. Dana edged closer to Carly and Trent, who stared at each other through a haze of disdain
               and anger. Despite this, Dana believed that Trent would back up a step, or that Carly would lower the knife and walk out the
               door, avoiding further bloodshed. She would later wonder how she could be so naive.
            

            
            Trent redlined. He made his move.

            
            It all happened quickly after that.
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            He lunged toward the knife, maybe because he was crazy, or high, or to limit the space in which Carly could slash or stab.
               Whatever, it was an effective move, and it caught Carly by surprise. She kept the knife extended but backed up a step. Trent
               closed the short distance between them. The blade dragged across his chest and right shoulder, leaving only a superficial
               wound. He advanced to within striking range and delivered a hard punch to Carly’s sternum, followed by a knee as she doubled
               over. She groaned and slumped against the door. The switchblade slipped from her hand and clattered to the floor.
            

            
            Trent snarled through his teeth. He grabbed Carly’s hair, turned her face toward him, and cocked his right fist. Dana beat
               him to the punch, though: She lifted the George Foreman grill off the countertop, swung it by its electric cord, and slammed
               it between Trent’s shoulder blades. The old heavyweight still had some pop; Trent fell to his knees, down but not out. Dana
               swung the appliance and hit him again, rocking him to one side, then Carly linked both her hands into one oversized fist and
               cracked it against the back of Trent’s head. He flew forward and hit the floor face-first.
            

            
            Carly retrieved her knife. “Let’s get . . . out of here,” she gasped, reaching for Dana’s hand. Dana dropped the grill and
               went to her, only a few steps away, but it felt like the length of a football field. She glanced at Trent, still face down
               but shaking his head, trying to push himself back up. The two women joined hands. Carly threw open the door and stepped outside.
            

            
            The night air was incredible. Cool, in the way September nights can be, and aromatic, almost, compared to the reek of the kitchen. A half-moon peeked between rags of cloud. Sirens howled distantly and upbeat soul music played next door. Carly staggered onto the back deck, pulling Dana by the hand. If they could get to the street, where neighbors barbecued and sat on their porches, they’d be safe. Trent might come after them, but he wouldn’t risk doing anything with witnesses around. 

            
            Dana stumbled, though. Her injured left knee gave way, and she fell clumsily. Her hand slipped from Carly’s. She immediately
               tried to get back up, but her knee gave again. Carly went to her. She placed the switchblade between her teeth and used both
               hands to help Dana to her feet.
            

            
            Trent appeared in the kitchen doorway, smeared with powder and blood. He caught hold of Dana’s hoodie and jerked her backward,
               snatching her out of Carly’s hands. She spilled into him, and they both careered into the kitchen, dragging each other to
               the floor. Dana landed on top of Trent, but he squirmed from beneath her and assumed a dominant position.
            

            
            “Bitch,” he screeched. He pinned her to the floor with his left hand and slapped her with his right—twice, three times . . .
            

            
            His bare, muscular back was to the door. He didn’t see Carly reel into the kitchen, take the knife from between her teeth,
               and raise it over her right shoulder. She dropped to her knees behind Trent and drove the blade into his upper back. He blurted
               something and jerked, twisting at the waist. Carly drew the knife out and plunged it in again. Then again. Then again. Trent
               flailed. His elbow cracked Carly in the jaw. She spun away from him, leaving the knife in his back.
            

            
            “Fuck . . . fuckin’ bitch.” Trent wheeled gracelessly to his feet, reaching behind his back, then over one shoulder, trying to grab the knife and yank
               it out. It was in the one place he couldn’t reach, though, no matter how he twisted and tried. His eyes were at their widest
               and blackest, standing out against the blood and powder on his face like drill holes in bone.
            

            
            Carly grabbed one of the dirty dinner plates off the counter. She threw it at Trent. It bounced off his forearm and shattered
               on the floor. She grabbed another, threw it, missed. Trent rushed at her. He came in low and kicked Carly’s legs out from
               beneath her. She hit the floor on her butt. Trent pushed her the rest of the way down. He stepped over her hips, dropped to
               his knees, and straddled her. He tried again for the knife in his back—still couldn’t grab it—then reached behind him for
               one of the pieces of broken dinner plate on the floor.
            

            
            “Stabbed me . . . stabbed me,” he gasped. Blood sprayed from his mouth and nose.
            

            
            Carly made a hoarse, hurt sound. She tried to roll away, but Trent held her in place with one hand. He managed to snag one
               of the plate shards with the other and raised it above his shoulder like Carly had raised the knife.
            

            
            “Dana!” Carly screamed.
            

            
            Dana was already on her feet, swaying across the kitchen. She bypassed the discarded George Foreman grill and the broken pieces
               of dinner plate, with only one weapon in mind: Carly’s switchblade knife. Dana removed it from between Trent’s shoulder blades
               and in one swift, savage motion plunged it into the left side of his neck.
            

            
            He stiffened. A jet of blood spurted across the back of Dana’s hand. She let go of the handle and staggered backward. Trent’s
               eyes rolled into his skull. His tongue lolled and his chest vibrated. He still had the piece of broken plate in his hand,
               one convulsive move away from driving it through Carly’s throat, maybe her eye. She bucked her hips and tried pushing him
               off her, but he was too heavy—too rigid. On a surge of instinct and self-preservation, she pulled the knife from his neck, slashed it across his throat, then punched
               it through his left temple.
            

            
            Trent flopped sideways. He shuddered on the kitchen floor, bleeding from the front and back. His left eye flashed open and
               closed and his tongue still lolled from his mouth. Dana and Carly scrambled toward each other and locked bodies, their foreheads
               touching, their faces turned away. They heard Trent die but didn’t see it.
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            The clock on the wall ticked over to 8:34. It was the evening of Monday September 10, 2001. The country was only hours away from its longest, most harrowing day. For Dana and Carly, the collapse had already begun. 
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            Mardi Roberson had introduced Anthony to a small-time gun dealer named Stone Free, who’d sold him a Sig Sauer P365. No paperwork.
               No questions asked. It was a semiauto in 9mm, designed for concealed carry, with a ten-round mag, a 3.1-inch barrel, and a
               beveled slide. Anthony and Daran took it to a stretch of deserted marshland at the edge of Lake Erie and ran two boxes of
               ammo through it, shooting at logs and trees, getting a feel for its accuracy and recoil. For a compact pistol, it had some
               bite.
            

            
            Anthony carried it almost everywhere, tucked into his pants with his T-shirt or hoodie pulled over the top. He even had it
               on him when he had dinner with his mom and Dana, and his mom—supercop—hadn’t sniffed it out. She’d been too focused on establishing
               a connection between him and Dana. “A friend, an ally, if you need one,” she’d said to him afterward. Anthony had not shared how he felt about Dana.
            

            
            Now, eight weeks after meeting Dana, and with his mom back in Florida, Anthony drove through Black Ash, cutting across Ford
               (as blue collar a neighborhood as its name would suggest) into Devon Park (housing projects and boarded-up storefronts), then
               north into the downtown core. The GPS on his phone directed him to the Hummingbird. There was no parking outside. He found
               a lot on the next block. It was well illuminated, and a man, not a machine, worked the gate.
            

            
            8:42. Anthony was early. He watched TikToks for seven minutes, then replied to texts from Jordan and his mom. Jordan had reminded him that his share of the rent was due. His mom had sent him a photo of the elm tree the Merrick City Police Department had planted in honor of his father. It had a plaque and a black ribbon around it. Anthony replied with a heart emoji and three words: I miss him. He missed his mom, too, but didn’t tell her this. And he certainly didn’t tell her about his prolonged periods of homesickness—pining
               for the little things: the sound of the wind through the cabbage palms outside his bedroom window; the chicken and waffles
               at Ma Turtle’s Grill; shooting hoops with his boys at Freeman Park. The move to Toledo was exactly what he needed, though,
               and the uncertainty of his new day-to-day life excited him. More recently, it had become a matter not of how long he could
               keep it up, but how far he could push it.
            

            
            Anthony breathed over his upper lip. He felt good—felt ready. It helped that he’d dressed for the occasion, wearing his favorite Fear of God crew and Stüssy chinos. On the inside, though,
               his heart grooved a little faster than normal.
            

            
            He opened his message thread with Dana. It wasn’t long: nine texts, most of them from him. He read through them again but
               stared at the last message Dana had sent for several seconds:
            

            
            
               Don’t be lured by Warner he’s a dangerous man

            

            At 8:54, Anthony removed the P365 from the glovebox, pushed it into the waistband of his chinos, and got out of the car.
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            The Hummingbird was a cocktail lounge and music venue on Adrian Street. This was not an especially nefarious part of town.
               The more well-to-do folks (and Dana was not one of them, he’d learned) lived in Woodvale and got their kicks downtown, primarily in the bars and restaurants on Adrian
               Street and Baird Avenue. Even so, during his brief four-minute walk, Anthony counted five police cruisers—three with lights
               flashing—and observed some dude checking car doors to see if he could find one unlocked.
            

            
            He entered the Hummingbird. It was not an establishment frequented by young Black men, apparently, because he was immediately approached by an austere-looking woman in a gray suit. 

            
            “Can I help you?”

            
            “I’m meeting a friend here,” Anthony said. “Warner Prince.”

            
            “Oh.” The woman closed her mouth and managed to smile even with a deep frown line between her eyebrows. She nodded and led
               Anthony into the main lounge. It was a cool space with a wave-shaped bar, round tables, and mood lighting. Warner Prince sat
               onstage with a guitar across his lap. His fingertips danced up and down the strings with a delicate, stirring power, evoking
               images of satin nights and close bodies.
            

            
            He played in a trancelike way, feeling the music, rolling his head with every spirited lick. When the song ended, he opened
               his eyes like a man waking from deep sleep. The audience applauded. Warner noticed Anthony sitting at his table and smiled
               at him, then played another song. It was upbeat, full of life and energy.
            

            
            People danced.

            
            Afterward, Warner put the guitar onto its stand and hopped offstage. The applause continued as he wended his way across the
               floor and stopped to speak to a couple of people. Anthony didn’t know who they were, but they looked wealthy and important.
               As Warner approached, Anthony got to his feet and held out his hand. Warner took his hand but did not shake it. Instead, he
               pulled Anthony into a close embrace, cupping the back of his neck and squeezing just a little too hard.
            

            
            “Little lion,” he whispered into Anthony’s ear. “Are you ready to feed?”
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            The only child of not one cop but two, Anthony often wondered if he’d inherited an enhanced intuition. He remembered reading
               a book about a psychic man who fell in love with a psychic woman, and together they made a super psychic baby. Pure fantasy, of course, but with a ring of biological plausibility. No doubt Anthony had acquired something extra, not just his father’s looks and his mother’s hotheaded disposition. He’d always been good at reading people—could tell when they were lying to him or if they were trustworthy. Body language played a part, but it was more in the energy they gave off, which Anthony instinctively tuned into. He’d known that Mardi had spent time inside long before his mother showed him his rap sheet. Nothing to do with those teardrop tattoos; the dude dripped with ex-con vibes. Less obviously, Anthony knew that Jordan had served time, too, several days before Jordan revealed that
               he’d gotten the scar on his face during his eighteen months at Marion Correctional.
            

            
            Then there was Dana.

            
            Within ten minutes of meeting his mom’s best and oldest friend, Anthony knew she was hiding something. She’d been awkward
               to begin with, but relaxed more as the evening went along. Halfway through the main course, she and his mom were giggling
               blithely, sharing stories. All very sweet, very normal behavior, except Dana had a certain . . . mystique about her. It was behind her eyes, in the shape of her mouth, and in the way she tilted her jaw. Anthony was genuinely surprised
               that his mom didn’t recognize it, too. Or maybe she did but chose to ignore it. A classic case of willful ignorance.
            

            
            Dana was the same age as his mom, forty-four, and objectively beautiful. She had light creases at the corners of her eyes
               and across her forehead, but the fullness of her mouth and the red streak in her hair made her incredibly easy to look at.
               Anthony, a robust young man, was of course attracted to her—and maybe Freud could speak to that—but he was more attracted to her mystique, and to whatever she was hiding. He knew what he wanted: to feel some of life’s rough edges, and
               looking at Dana, it was clear to him she had some experience in that department.
            

            
            She’d given him her cell-phone number over dessert. Anthony had acted super cool about it but inside his heart had rattled
               like a machine gun.
            

            
            “I doubt you’ll call,” she’d said, spooning raspberry sorbet into her mouth, letting it melt before she continued. “And that’s
               okay. You do you. But if you ever need a friendly face, you know where to find me.”
            

            
            His mom flew home the following afternoon: September 1, Labor Day. The unofficial end of summer. Anthony wasn’t sorry to see her go, and didn’t mind that the hotter months were fading into the rearview, either. Fall had always been his favorite time of year. Playoff baseball, the NBA season tipping off, the NFL in full swing. As a kid, he’d loved the Halloween festivities on the beach and the sharpened aromas of the citrus trees in the orchards by their house. Fall in the Midwest would be different. Colder certainly. When Anthony imagined what it might look like, Dana was usually in the picture. 

            
            He messaged her four days after they’d met for dinner in Toledo, a Thursday morning, and still warm. Anthony lay on his bed,
               listening to the air-con splutter, writing and deleting words on his phone, trying to get the tone just right.
            

            
            
               Great meeting u sunday. Thx for being cool

            

            Short and sweet. Super chill. No mention of his mom. He was his own man, an adult, doing his own thing. Dana replied the following
               afternoon, even shorter and not quite as sweet:
            

            
            
               Thx u too

            

            Anthony stared at the message for a long time, not sure what to make of it. He thought the more mysterious version of Dana
               had written it, rather than the smiling, approachable woman who’d spooned sorbet into her mouth and invited him to call if
               he ever needed a friendly face. It piqued his interest even more. He waited three days and sent another message:
            

            
            
               Let me know next time ur in toledo and we can meet maybe

            

            He got no response to that. A week later—still playing it cool—he sent something along the same lines:

            
            
               Hey I was in black ash today and thought about hitting u up but didn’t want to bug u

            

            This was a lie. Anthony had been nowhere near Black Ash. He’d in fact spent the day hand-delivering his résumé to various clothing and sporting goods stores at Franklin Park Mall. His savings had taken a hit in the month that he’d been living in Toledo; he needed a job not just to stop the bleeding, but to replenish his bank account. He considered the message more a testing of the waters than a barefaced lie, however; Dana’s response—or lack of one—would reveal how sincere she’d been in inviting him to call. 

            
            Dana did respond but made him wait two days:
            

            
            
               Yeah been overrun at work lemme know next time ur in town

            

            Nothing about this message suggested she was sorry she’d missed him. It felt dismissive, if anything—indifferent at best.
               Anthony backed off and focused on other things. September rolled into October. The temperature dropped and the leaves turned
               a shade of red he’d never seen in Florida. He joined a basketball team, worked a couple of cash-in-hand jobs with Mardi (moving
               stuff, probably stolen goods, but Anthony didn’t ask, and Mardi didn’t say), and landed a sales associate position at Abercrombie
               & Fitch. Retail—dealing with the public—did not gel with his temperament, though. He quit after three shifts and went back
               to handing out résumés, this time at construction sites and warehouses.
            

            
            Throughout this period, Anthony reflected on his grief, and how he’d feel it less by taking on life’s hard knocks and edges.
               On three occasions, he’d gone for late-night walks along some of the meanest streets in Toledo with his pistol slotted into
               his pants and his heart thundering, almost willing trouble to cross his path. And the fact that he’d gotten a kick out of
               the work he’d done with Mardi and quit his retail job after three shifts was not lost on him. Anthony thought about his dad,
               and how disappointed he’d be with some of the decisions he’d made. This affected Anthony’s soul in a dark and uncomfortable
               way, but that was okay. The strongest reactions—the ones that hurt the most—were also the ones that made him feel most alive.
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            His mom had asked their server to take a photo of the three of them together. They huddled at one end of the table, Anthony
               in the middle, his mom and Dana raising their wineglasses. The server snapped three shots; one of them was nice. His mom sent
               it to him and Dana. She also posted it to her Instagram and Facebook accounts with a string of hearts and kissy emojis.
            

            
            Anthony cropped the photo so that it was just him and Dana. He looked at it regularly. Dana was smiling. She had a lovely
               smile. Her nose was button-shaped and sprinkled with the lightest of freckles. At first glance, her eyes appeared to be smiling,
               too, but the more Anthony examined them—using his phone’s zoom function to get as close as possible—the more he saw that she
               was hiding something.
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            October 9. A Thursday. Anthony was at a loose end. He drove to Black Ash because it was something to do—or that’s what he
               told himself. He cruised for a while, got Taco Bell for dinner, and sat eating it on a bench outside. Then he called his mom.
               She was happy to hear from him.
            

            
            “Where are you?” she asked after a couple of minutes. “It’s loud. I hear traffic.”

            
            “Yeah, I’m in Black Ash,” Anthony replied, and spooled off a slick lie: “Some guy on OfferUp had a TV for sale, but I didn’t
               get a good vibe off him.”
            

            
            “Stolen?”

            
            “I think so.”

            
            “Trust your instincts,” his mom said seriously, then brightened up. “Hey, Dana’s in Black Ash. You should give her a call.”

            
            “I dunno.”

            
            “She’d love to hear from you.”

            
            Anthony wasn’t so sure about that. “Yeah? Maybe I’ll swing by on my way home.” He tapped his tongue against the roof of his
               mouth and kept his voice as smooth as possible. “What’s her address?”
            

            
            “Gimme a sec.” His mom accessed some other part of her phone—her messages, maybe, or her Waze history—then gave him Dana’s address. She even told him that her house was the last one on the street. It had a two-car garage and a front door as red as a firetruck. 

            
            “Okay. Maybe I’ll drop by.” Anthony sounded as if he had no interest in dropping by. He chatted with his mom for another five
               minutes or so, then hung up and walked back to his car. Twelve minutes later, he pulled up outside 630 Buttermilk Road. The
               property was exactly like his mom described. It didn’t belong to Dana, though.
            

            
            An old Dodge minivan with rusted rocker panels sat in the driveway. Not the kind of vehicle a successful realtor would own,
               or really anybody who earned more than the minimum wage. Anthony walked past it and knocked on the front door. A fiftyish
               woman answered, her graying hair bundled beneath a ball cap with ARINA CLEAN & SERVE printed across the front. She spoke very
               little English and had no patience for Anthony—all but shooing him away with her dusting rag, but not before revealing that
               the property was an Airbnb owned by someone she called “Mr. Big Belly from Detroit.”
            

            
            Anthony returned to his car and leaned against the driver’s door. He took his phone from his pocket and called Dana. Unsurprisingly,
               she didn’t answer. He left a message:
            

            
            “Hey. It’s Anthony. You told me to let you know next time I was in Black Ash. So . . . I’m letting you know. I’m standing
               outside your house right now, in fact, 630 Buttermilk Road. Mom gave me your address.” He smiled, looking at the Airbnb’s
               front door, as red as a firetruck. “She says you two are tight and that I can trust you, but I don’t know, Dana . . . something’s
               not adding up.”
            

            
            He ended the call and put the phone back in his pocket.

            
            It rang forty seconds later.
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            Stars Align was branded as an upmarket sports bar selling good food and craft beers. It was one of many affluent businesses in downtown Antelope Falls. Anthony stepped through the door just after nine p.m. There were a couple of guys at the bar and several of the tables were occupied. He saw Dana right away, making her way toward the kitchen with an empty tray in her hand. She looked at him, puffed out her cheeks, and held up one finger: Be with you in a minute. Anthony nodded and took a seat at the bar.
            

            
            She returned a moment later and asked him what he wanted to drink.

            
            “Beer, I guess. Bud’s fine.”

            
            “We don’t sell Bud. Closest thing we’ve got is Three Fields. It’s locally brewed.”

            
            “Okay. Three Fields then.”

            
            “You driving?”

            
            “Yup.”

            
            “I’m cutting you off after one.”

            
            Dana poured him his beer, then took care of other customers. Anthony watched half an inning of the NLDS before she came back.
               She stood with her arms folded and studied him through her darkly mysterious eyes.
            

            
            “I didn’t think you’d call,” she said and puffed out her cheeks again. “Jesus Christ, you’re twenty-one years old. You should
               be hanging with your homies, not calling your mom’s fortysomething friend.”
            

            
            Anthony smiled. “I needed to see a friendly face.”

            
            “Bullshit,” Dana said, dropping her hands to her hips. Did she know he had something of a crush on her? Probably. She’d no
               doubt developed accurate receptors for such things over the years and had a long stick for keeping horny young bucks away.
            

            
            Anthony leaned on the bar and looked at Dana the same way he looked at the photograph of her on his phone—zooming in on her
               eyes, trying to read what was behind them.
            

            
            “So?” he said.

            
            Dana lifted an eyebrow. She still had her hands on her hips.

            
            “I guess you don’t work in real estate,” he said, running one fingertip through the condensation on the outside of his glass.
               “And I guess you don’t live in that big house, either.”
            

            
            “Taking cop lessons off your mom?”

            
            “Not exactly.” Anthony grinned.

            
            Dana sighed. She picked up an empty glass and put it in the sink. “I work here. Obviously. The salary is okay, and the tips are usually good. It pays for my mediocre lifestyle and my shitty apartment in Black Ash.” 

            
            “Nothing wrong with that,” Anthony said. “It’s grass roots. All-American. I don’t know why you’d pretend to be someone else.”

            
            “It’s . . . complicated,” Dana said.

            
            A customer on the other side of the bar gestured for a refill. Dana grabbed a clean glass and served him. Another staff member
               chatted to her for a moment, then she cleared the glasses from a recently vacated table, poured a fresh round of drinks for
               a waiting table, and took a food order from someone else at the bar.
            

            
            “Complicated how?” Anthony said when she returned.

            
            Dana frowned, then realized he was continuing their conversation. Her hands went right back onto her hips. “Your mom and I
               go way back. You know that. We’ve been through a lot. We left Avon Hill at about the same time—”
            

            
            “I know that, too,” Anthony said. “She moved to Florida. You moved to . . . California?”

            
            “Cincinnati first, then California.” Dana grabbed a cloth and wiped the bar in front of Anthony. She leaned in, though, lowering
               her voice. “Everything fell into place for your mom. She met your dad. Great guy. They had you. Great kid. You lived in a
               nice house, then she got a good job, a good career—”
            

            
            “And what? You were jealous?” Anthony leaned in, too. He felt her breath on his face. He liked being this close to her.

            
            “Not at all,” Dana replied. Her eyes flashed with honesty. “I was happy for your mom. It’s just . . . everything was much
               harder for me. Partly down to bad luck. Mostly down to bad decisions. Whatever. I was embarrassed and disillusioned. I wanted
               your mom to think that I was doing well for myself, too, so I embellished a few details here and there.”
            

            
            “Right,” Anthony said. He inhaled gently. Her shampoo—maybe her bodywash—smelled good. Zesty. Grapefruity.

            
            “Over time,” Dana continued, “the lie became too deep for me to crawl out of.”

            
            “So, you rented an Airbnb and pretended it was your house.”

            
            “You get to a point where all you can do is keep digging.”

            
            “Mom wouldn’t have judged you.”

            
            “I know that, but I was too busy judging myself.” Dana straightened up, dragging the cloth across the bar one more time. “Now
               you know why I didn’t respond to all your messages, and why I put off meeting up with you. I didn’t want you to find out.”
            

            
            “Yet here we are,” Anthony said, spreading his hands.

            
            Dana cracked a smile. “Tell your mom the truth, if you want to. I’d almost be relieved at this point.”

            
            “Your secret’s safe with me.” Anthony drew a cross over his heart. “You want to come clean, that’s up to you.”

            
            Dana’s smile didn’t widen or brighten, but it became fuller, somehow. More genuine. Anthony felt the heart he’d just crossed
               become fuller, also, and his crush develop into something more significant. She went about her work: taking orders, serving
               drinks, ringing up checks. Anthony watched the baseball game, but he watched her, too. A bridge had been built, one completely
               independent of anything his mom had constructed. He felt good about it.
            

            
            Mostly.

            
            There was more to her story. Working in a bar and living in a crummy apartment made up only a small percentage of her mystique.
               Anthony saw that as clearly as he saw the lights over the bar and the pictures of Michigan sports heroes on the walls. Maybe
               Dana would divulge more as she got to know and trust him. Until then, he reserved the right to remain intrigued.
            

            
            This thought had just entered his head when Warner Prince sat down beside him.
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            Warner was immediately captivating, his many qualities shining through simultaneously: His confidence and charisma, the way he dressed, his smooth voice and cool, deliberate movements. He was clearly a man with time and money, and he knew how to spend both. Looking at him, listening to him speak, Anthony felt guileless and illuminated in equal measure. 

            
            At one point, Warner left his seat to spread his pizzazz around the room. While he was gone, Dana leaned across the bar and
               warned Anthony under her breath:
            

            
            “Be careful with him.”

            
            Bright lights were the easiest to see but also the most difficult to look at. Anthony found Warner almost too shiny to read,
               but it did flash through his mind, and quite early on, that he might be a drug dealer.
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            “How old are you?” he asked Anthony, rolling the ring on his pinky. It was thick and black gold and looked very expensive.

            
            “Twenty-one,” Anthony replied with a touch of pride. “As of August.”

            
            “August? What day?”

            
            “The tenth.”

            
            “I knew it. Had a feeling. That’s my birthday, too.” Warner’s eyes ignited and the warmest grin lifted his face. “We’re Leos.
               Born strong.”
            

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “Lions together.”

            
            They touched glasses. Anthony’s was almost empty. Warner offered to buy him another, but Anthony said—to Dana’s approval—that
               he was driving. Better safe than sorry.
            

            
            “Smart,” Warner said, tapping his temple. “Life will find many ways to fuck you over. Why make it easy by doing something
               stupid?”
            

            
            Anthony nodded. He liked that. He wasn’t sure he’d always follow it, but he liked it, nonetheless.

            
            “You at college?” Warner signaled to Dana, and she splashed more whiskey into his glass: some fifteen-year-old reserve that
               he kept under the counter and didn’t sell to customers.
            

            
            “Florida State,” Anthony replied. “Majoring in sociology.”

            
            “You’re a long way from home.”

            
            “Taking a gap semester. Maybe a year. I’ve been through some stuff recently and I felt the need to broaden my horizons.”

            
            “In Michigan?” Warner sipped his whiskey—barely wet his lips. “You could be anywhere in the world. Vietnam, Panama, India.
               And you chose to broaden your horizons . . . in Michigan?”
            

            
            Anthony smiled. “Ohio, actually. I have friends in Toledo.”

            
            “And what brings you here tonight?”

            
            “Me,” Dana said, dipping into their conversation on her way across the bar. “I’m a friend of his mom’s. From back in the day.”

            
            “That so?”

            
            “I promised to keep an eye on him.” Dana looked at Warner and something passed between them, too quick and subtle for Anthony
               to read. It was an expression that only two people who knew each other well could communicate.
            

            
            “I’m all good,” Anthony said, wondering what the real connection between Dana and Warner was. He finished his beer and smiled.
               “I don’t need anyone keeping an eye on me.”
            

            
            “The people who say that,” Warner said, “are usually the ones who need it most.”

            
            Anthony stayed for another hour, give or take, sitting at the bar and shooting the breeze with Warner. They watched snatches
               of the baseball game and talked sports, but it was clear this wasn’t one of Warner’s preferred subjects. He steered the conversation
               toward business and success and ambition. Anthony listened, drinking water out of a whiskey glass. Dana had offered him a
               soda, but he didn’t want to sit there drinking it like an eleven-year-old.
            

            
            “When you get right down to it, there are really only two types of people in the world,” Warner said, rolling the ring on
               his pinky again. He wore more rings on his other hand and a thin gold chain around his neck. “Dogs and lions.”
            

            
            Anthony leaned closer, still captivated.

            
            “Dogs serve. Lions feed.” Warner gnashed his teeth theatrically, tearing a chunk out of the air. “You need to decide what you want to be.” 

            
            “I’m a Leo, aren’t I?”

            
            Warner laughed at that and clapped Anthony on the shoulder. As much as Anthony had taken a shine to Warner, it was clear the
               feeling was at least partly reciprocated. His vibe had changed as their conversation progressed, becoming less like a charismatic
               business guru and more like a wealthy uncle.
            

            
            “So, out for a semester, maybe a year,” Warner said once the baseball game had ended, and the bar started to empty. “What
               are you doing for money?”
            

            
            “Yeah, that’s an issue,” Anthony replied. He swished the ice cubes at the bottom of his glass and shrugged. “Tapping into
               my savings, mostly. Not ideal. I’m looking for a job, but I don’t want to do just anything.”
            

            
            “What do you want to do?”
            

            
            “Something . . .” Edgy was the word that came to mind, and it felt right, but Anthony didn’t say it. Instead, he pressed the tip of one forefinger
               to the bridge of his nose, thought about it for a moment, and said, “Something real, I guess.”
            

            
            “Real?” Warner smiled. “Can you elaborate?”

            
            “Yeah,” Anthony said, sitting back on his stool, his fingers linked. It took him a second to realize that he was mirroring
               Warner’s posture exactly. “I see a future where I get my degree and join the white-collar masses, maybe work from home two
               days a week. It’s fine. It’s a living, a career. But I want to experience something different before then. Work on a road
               crew. Pour concrete. Dig holes. The kind of work that puts calluses on your hands.”
            

            
            “And builds character?”

            
            “Exactly. I want to know what it’s like.” Anthony unlinked his fingers and stared at his palms, as if the calluses were already
               there. “I want a job where I feel like I’ve earned every dollar.”
            

            
            He must have said the right thing, because Warner inflated—his shoulders and chest rising—and an impressed, almost prideful expression adorned his face. He took the merest sip of whiskey, then reached into the back pocket of his expensive-looking pants and removed his wallet. Anthony thought for one second that he was going to hand over a fat wad of bills. Instead, he took out a business card and extended it between two fingers. Anthony took it. 

            
            “Fit for a Prince,” he read, eyeing the gold lettering across the front. “Fine furniture and décor.”

            
            “The store name denotes a certain quality without a kingly price,” Warner said, returning his wallet to his back pocket. “Also,
               my surname is Prince, so I’m attaching myself, my reputation, to the brand. That gives the customer an added degree of assurance.”
            

            
            “This your store?”

            
            “My chain of stores. I own six of them across the Midwest.”
            

            
            Anthony flipped the card and saw all six locations on the back with telephone numbers.

            
            “Take your pick,” Warner said. He stroked his manicured beard and smiled. “Fort Wayne, Grand Rapids, Cleveland . . . anywhere
               you want. You want to work delivery? No problem. You can start on Monday. You want to work on the floor, talking to customers—”
            

            
            “No,” Anthony interjected.

            
            “All good,” Warner said, then raised his right hand, palm out. “Calluses, right?”

            
            “Right.”

            
            “The central warehouse is in Bowling Green, about twenty-five minutes south of Toledo. Again, you can start on Monday. You’ll
               be lugging boxes, shifting heavy furniture and appliances, loading trucks. By the end of the first day your body will hurt
               so much you’ll feel like you’ve been trampled by horses. By the end of the second you’ll want to quit.”
            

            
            “Where do I sign up?” Anthony asked.

            
            Warner nodded approvingly and sipped from his glass. Dana hovered on the other side of the bar, watching them with interest.
               Anthony looked at her, remembering what she’d said. Be careful with him. The expression on her face now said something similar.
            

            
            “It’s dog work, Anthony,” Warner continued. “But it’s a start.”

            
            The way he said that, emphasizing the last word, suggested something else would follow, and it wouldn’t be dog work.

            
            “Can I start before Monday?” he said.
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            Anthony started the following morning, a Friday—an unusual day to begin a new job, but he liked that it showed how keen he
               was. He arrived at the warehouse at 7:20 a.m. Warner had already made the call to the warehouse manager, a heavily bearded
               near-Viking named Jordie Crocker. He was waiting for Anthony in the employees’ parking lot.
            

            
            “Warner told me to work you hard,” he said, pumping Anthony’s arm up and down as they shook, perhaps gauging his strength.

            
            “That’s what I’m here for,” Anthony said.

            
            There was no break-in period, no getting a feel for things. Anthony’s first job was to move fifty flat-packed office desks—each
               box weighed nearly two hundred pounds—onto a truck. He used a dolly, but he still had to hoist the boxes on and off and maneuver
               them across the warehouse. Warner had said that after one day he would feel like he’d been trampled by horses, and that wasn’t
               a lie; by mid-morning, Anthony’s back throbbed and his clothes were damp with sweat. Thirty boxes in, Jordie walked past and
               barked at him: “Move your ass, new kid. You should’ve had that finished twenty minutes ago.”
            

            
            His fellow employees were unrefined, unpleasant, and uncommunicative. Some were ex-cons, some were illegal immigrants, most
               were workers who’d lost everything in the auto-industry collapse and were still trying to rebuild. There were a few, like
               Anthony, who just wanted to know what hard work felt like. He saw two fights that first day—one over a card game at lunchtime,
               the other between three migrant workers who screamed at each other in Spanish, then grappled on the floor until they were
               spent. Anthony’s initial takeaway was that it was more like a prison yard than a place of work.
            

            
            Someone picked a fight with him on day two—a rectangular-jawed man-ape with stick and poke tattoos on his hands, who’d taken issue with Anthony for no good reason, other than that he felt like giving the new kid a hard time. Anthony stood up to him, though. The two went chest to chest and were on the verge of exchanging punches when Jordie broke it up. After his shift, Anthony walked out to the parking lot and found a deep scratch along the driver’s side of his car. He ran one blistered hand along it, his anger offset by the knowledge that these were some of the hard knocks that he’d been looking for. 
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            This was Anthony’s life for the next three weeks. He got up at six a.m. and went to work. He threw his body into the job,
               only spoke when he had to, and made no friends. His blistered hands became callused. He lost twelve pounds and grew a short,
               scruffy beard. He looked edgier, too.
            

            
            Most evenings he played basketball or chilled with the guys, usually cruising, sometimes playing video games. He ran another
               midnight job with Mardi, no questions asked. The next day, Mardi gave him five hundred dollars cash.
            

            
            Nothing came easy, but Anthony wouldn’t have it any other way. This was the life he’d signed up for, and he took pride in
               knowing that, not so very long ago, he would have crumbled beneath the weight of it. Not that he didn’t feel the grind or
               the dirt. He was tougher throughout, but something in his eyes had changed. It was subtle, but not subtle enough that his
               mom didn’t notice.
            

            
            “You look different,” she’d said the last time she called, studying him through her phone’s screen. “It’s not just the weight
               loss.”
            

            
            “The beard?” Anthony stroked the fuzz on his cheeks.

            
            “It’s not that, either.”

            
            She knew him all too well—knew he’d been trying to prove something to himself, which was why he’d told her everything about his job. The long hours, his unsavory colleagues, the fights. It made the other stuff easier to conceal, including the truth about Dana. That was a secret—one of many—he intended to keep. 

            
            “I don’t know, Mom,” he said, and gave her the fullest smile he could manage. “I’m working crazy hours. I guess I’m just tired.”

            
            “You need to look after yourself.”

            
            “That’s exactly what I’m doing. It’s a tough job, but it feels therapeutic.” He tapped the side of his head and shrugged.
               “When you think about it, it’s not too different from hitting cars with a hammer.”
            

            
            His mom nodded. She looked tired, too. She’d recently returned to work after twelve weeks’ bereavement leave and was no doubt
               going at it hard, giving herself something to focus on.
            

            
            “Okay,” she said. “I can get behind that.”

            
            One Saturday night, he drove to the sports bar in Antelope Falls. He told himself he liked the vibe, but really he wanted
               to see Dana. She was there and she looked good, her hair tied up, her lipstick shining. She was too busy to talk for long,
               but she did ask him how he was enjoying his job at the warehouse.
            

            
            “It’s like purgatory,” he said. “It’s exactly what I need.”

            
            “You want to punish yourself?”

            
            “I want to feel something,” Anthony replied. The words were out of his mouth before he had chance to think about them. They were self-pitying
               but honest, and he didn’t stop there: “If my dad hadn’t been stabbed in the throat, I’d be in Tallahassee right now, probably
               at some frat party with a bunch of preppy douchebags. Instead, I’m here, getting a different kind of—”
            

            
            He was going to say life experience, but the words froze in his mouth. Dana had taken a step away from him, the sparkle draining from her eyes. She looked, for
               a moment, made of porcelain, then she blinked hard and walked away, exiting the bar through the STAFF ONLY door. It was several
               minutes before Anthony saw her again.
            

            
            “You okay?” he asked her.

            
            “Yeah,” she said. “It’s been a long day.”

            
            “I didn’t mean to upset you.” Anthony leaned closer to her and whispered, “Mom told you about my dad, right?”

            
            “I knew . . .” Dana’s eyes flickered. She couldn’t look at him directly, not for more than a second. “I knew he’d been . . .
               killed in the line of duty. I just didn’t . . . didn’t know how.”
            

            
            Anthony barely spoke to Dana for the rest of that night. He wondered if she was avoiding him.

            
            This three-week period was capped when Warner called him on October 30, a Thursday evening. Anthony was driving home after
               a particularly hard shift. He’d gotten into another chest-to-chest altercation. Different guy, same attitude.
            

            
            “How do you like being a dog?” Warner asked. It was the first thing he said.

            
            “It’s fine,” Anthony replied. “For now.”

            
            “Jordie tells me you’re good at it. You arrive on time, work hard, and stand up for yourself. He says you’re reliable.”

            
            Anthony didn’t think this needed a response. He looked at the tapestry of taillights ahead; I-75 was lousy with traffic, both
               ways. Warner allowed a pensive silence to pass between them, then got down to business:
            

            
            “Are you ready to be a lion?”

            
            “I’m ready,” Anthony said.

            
            “Good. Meet me at the Hummingbird in Black Ash tonight. It’s downtown, on Adrian Street.”

            
            “The Hummingbird,” Anthony repeated. “In Black Ash. I’ll be there.”

            
            “Nine p.m.”

            
            “Got it,” Anthony said.

            
            “Don’t be late.”

            
         
         
            11

            Anthony hadn’t been late. He’d walked into the Hummingbird at nine o’clock on the dot, but it was closer to nine twenty by
               the time Warner sat down next to him.
            

            
            Little lion. Are you ready to feed?

            
            Several people—all very middle-aged, very white—approached their table. If they looked at Anthony, it was little more than
               a passing glance. Warner was the star attraction. They complimented him on his guitar playing and thanked him for his generosity.
               Warner charmed them in return, often with a smile and a few simple words.
            

            
            “Young Black guy, I thought I’d turn some heads in here,” Anthony said when it was just the two of them. “Sitting next to
               you, I may as well be invisible.”
            

            
            “Not true,” Warner said. “You’re the only genuine person in this room.”

            
            Anthony drank water, nothing stronger. He didn’t know what Warner had planned, and he wanted to be ready. Warner asked if
               he was hungry, and Anthony shook his head no. He was hungry, in fact—his appetite had gone through the roof since he’d started working at the warehouse—but he was too jittery
               to eat. Pushing food around his plate with a nervous expression on his face would only make him look weak.
            

            
            They made small talk for thirty minutes or so. It was banal, with neither man learning anything more about the other. Anthony
               had a feeling that would change before the night was over. He thought he might learn some things about himself, too. Warner
               played two more songs on guitar, wooing the Hummingbird’s customers all over again. This was followed by another round of
               handshakes and blandishments. Finally, Warner settled his tab at the bar—folding a very long receipt into his pocket—then
               gestured to Anthony that they were leaving. Anthony nodded and got to his feet. Nobody looked at him as he crossed the room.
            

            
            Warner didn’t have a case for his guitar. He carried it by the neck, like a troubadour.
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            “You’re good with that thing,” Anthony said when they were outside, gesturing at the guitar. “What kind of music was that?”

            
            “Flamenco,” Warner answered.

            
            “Latino? Spanish?”

            
            “Spanish is too broad a term. Flamenco’s origins are Andalusian, with gitano influence.” It was cold. Breath plumed from Warner’s
               mouth as he spoke. “Are you familiar with gitanos? Or gypsies?”
            

            
            “Not really,” Anthony replied.

            
            “They’re a nomadic people who largely keep to themselves and live by their own rules. And hundreds of years ago, the gitanos
               helped shape what we know as flamenco music today, through song, dance, and guitar.”
            

            
            They walked west on Adrian Street. Trash and dead leaves blew along the edges of the road. Anthony smelled smoke in the air
               but couldn’t see a fire. They passed a rowdy bar called the Jump. Halloween decorations filled the windows and rock music
               boomed from inside. A drunk dude propped against a streetlight with half a cigarette dangling from his lip looked at Warner
               and said, “Hey, Mexican man. Play me a song.”
            

            
            “Not tonight, amigo,” Warner said.

            
            They turned left at the corner and soon came to a service alley that led behind the businesses they’d walked past, including
               the Hummingbird. It was narrow and dark. A raccoon scuttled from behind a trash can as Warner started down it.
            

            
            “What’s back here?” Anthony asked, following. He trusted Warner, but he kept his right hand close to his pistol, just the
               same.
            

            
            “My car,” Warner said. “I hope.”

            
            “You hope?”

            
            “I park it down here so it won’t get stolen. But this is Black Ash, so you can never be sure.”

            
            Warner’s car was still there: an Aston Martin DB12 in jet black. Anthony recognized it because this had been his dad’s dream
               car. “One day, kiddo,” he would say to Anthony, scrolling through endless photos online. That day had never come for his dad,
               but it had for Warner Prince.
            

            
            “Nice ride,” Anthony said. It shone, even in the dark.

            
            There wasn’t much room in the back for Warner’s guitar, but he made it work. He dropped behind the wheel as Anthony sank in on the passenger side, feeling what he always felt when he thought of his dad: sorrow, anger, guilt, self-loathing. A violent image sprang to mind: Pulling the pistol from his waistband, placing the barrel into his mouth, and blowing his brains all over the Aston Martin’s interior. It was so stark and sudden that Anthony jolted in his seat. 

            
            “You okay?” Warner asked.

            
            “Yeah.” Anthony nodded. “All good.”

            
            The engine was lionlike: Throaty, angry, powerful. Warner pulled out of the service alley and turned right, heading back toward
               Adrian Street. The drunk dude was still outside the Jump, now with a quarter of a cigarette dangling from his lip.
            

            
            “That guy called you Mexican,” Anthony said.

            
            “I get that a lot,” Warner said.

            
            “I assumed Latino.”

            
            “You assumed wrong.” The Aston Martin went smoothly through the gears and hit sixty within seconds. “Want to try again?”

            
            “Gitano?”

            
            Warner smiled. “Maybe. Ancestrally. But no, my mom was born in the Maldives—that’s an island nation in the Indian Ocean—and
               my dad was born in West Hollywood. I’m the perfect blend of sun and starlight.”
            

            
            “You’ve used that line before.”

            
            “A couple hundred times.” Streetlights scrolled across the windshield, highlighting Warner’s self-satisfied expression. “I
               admire the gitanos’ free-spiritedness and resolve, though. They brought that same ethos to flamenco music, which is why it
               evokes such powerful emotions.”
            

            
            Anthony remembered the way Warner’s fingertips had moved across the guitar’s nylon strings, and the transfixed expressions
               of everyone in the room. “You had that place in the palm of your hand.”
            

            
            “They felt what I wanted them to feel: joy, sadness, passion.” Warner stopped at a red and it shone in his eyes, emphasizing
               his words. “I could make them dance one moment and weep the next.”
            

            
            “It’s a neat trick.”

            
            “It’s no trick, Anthony. It’s simply a matter of control. I control the guitar, so I control the emotion. That counts for everything in life. Whether you’re playing an instrument or managing a company, it all becomes easier the moment you establish . . .” 

            
            He let the sentence hang. Anthony finished it for him:

            
            “Control.”

            
            “Exactly.”

            
            The light turned green. The engine purred as Warner pulled away. He joined Shiawassee Boulevard, heading out of town. Minutes
               later, they passed a sign that read monticello 18.
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            They followed Shiawassee for three miles, then took U.S. 12 east. It was empty in both directions. The Aston Martin’s headlights
               picked out farmland and big red barns and small houses with American flags fluttering outside. Some still had TRUMP VANCE
               2024 signs posted in their yards.
            

            
            “We’re ten minutes from Monticello,” Warner said. “You want music or conversation?”

            
            “Conversation,” Anthony replied.

            
            Warner nodded. He breathed through his nose with a faint whistling sound. Anthony looked from him to the road, waiting for
               the next anecdote or pearl of wisdom. A half-moon emerged from behind a scrap of cloud.
            

            
            “There was a guy I knew in Los Angeles. Johan Fly. Gregarious. Popular. He was a part of the A-list scene, not because he
               was an actor, but because he sold drugs to actors. In his case, a cognitive enhancer called canary.”
            

            
            Anthony had never heard of canary, but he knew students at FSU who regularly used nootropics to sharpen their focus. Big-time
               actors taking this principle to the next level—and probably putting in award-worthy performances—did not surprise him in the
               least.
            

            
            “Johan had a large customer base, and they paid whatever he wanted.” Warner rubbed his thumb and forefinger together, suggesting
               that considerable sums of money were changing hands. “A good position to be in. Better yet, he was surrounded by the most
               powerful, influential people in Hollywood, and therefore protected by them.”
            

            
            The road ahead was straight and silent, but Warner kept the Aston Martin at a cool sixty. He’d displayed the same restraint—control—when playing the guitar, even when sipping his expensive whiskey. An admirable characteristic, Anthony thought. Clearly,
               it was enough for Warner to know that the power was there when he needed it.
            

            
            “At the Hummingbird,” Warner said now, “did you notice the heavyset man in the red shirt?”

            
            “Um . . .”

            
            “He was at the head of the large table. Bald. A gap in his teeth.”

            
            Anthony brought the table to mind: a Last Supper-esque assemblage of overweight white people, and yes, there’d been a bald
               man in a red shirt sitting at one end.
            

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            “Dirk Schafer. The mayor of Black Ash. It’s his birthday today. I picked up the bill for him and his guests—almost five thousand
               dollars—and played guitar for them, all with a big smile on my face.” Warner pointed at his mouth, displaying the exact smile,
               as fake as a ten-dollar Rolex. “I also donate generously to his reelection campaign.”
            

            
            Anthony knew where this was going. He’d called it within minutes of first meeting Warner—his ability to read people ringing
               true once again.
            

            
            “Sometimes, maintaining control is expensive,” Warner continued. “I’m under no illusion: Mayor Schafer likes me, but he likes
               my money even more. I keep him—and others, including the chief of police—in the lifestyle they’re accustomed to.”
            

            
            “Do they know you’re a drug dealer?”

            
            It seemed a perfectly reasonable question, but it was only when it was out of his mouth that Anthony second-guessed his decision
               to ask it. It sounded more arrogant and impertinent than it had in his head. He glanced at Warner, thinking he’d spin into
               vehement denial, maybe even pull his car over and order Anthony to get out. Warner must have appreciated the blunt approach,
               however, because he grinned and tipped a sly wink.
            

            
            “Possibly,” he said. “But they don’t ask questions. Why spoil a perfectly good thing?”

            
            A couple of miles later, Warner made a left turn onto Archer Street South. The farmland gave way to houses on broad lots, a church, a gas station. Monticello’s lights glimmered in the middle distance. 

            
            “What happened to Johan Fly?” Anthony asked.

            
            “Three possible fates await individuals in this line of work,” Warner replied after a moment’s thought. “They get sent to
               prison, they get killed, or they ride off into the sunset.”
            

            
            Anthony nodded. That sounded about right.

            
            “Johan got himself killed,” Warner continued. “A shootout in the desert, I heard.”

            
            “I guess he lost control.”

            
            “You guess right,” Warner said. He slowed to thirty as they entered the town limits. “That won’t happen to me. I’m bound for
               the sunset.”
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            Monticello was smaller than Black Ash and more appealing in almost every way, from its naturally picturesque location to the
               upscale businesses and eateries that lined Main Street. Warner drove through downtown, then east into Hester Wood, a neighborhood
               with a more urban aesthetic. There were no steakhouses or cocktail lounges here, no theaters or museums. Instead, they passed
               shuttered stores, tattoo studios, vacant lots, and graffitied apartment buildings. Marquee Street was alight with liquor stores
               and dive bars. Prostitutes worked most corners.
            

            
            Motor Park was to the south, a better neighborhood, but not without its troubles. Warner cruised the streets and finally pulled
               into a scrub lot beside an empty basketball court. He killed the engine and the lights. For several minutes, he and Anthony
               sat watching traffic pass through a nearby intersection. It wasn’t especially busy at this hour. A couple of vehicles slowed
               all the way down, inching along the curb, before accelerating away.
            

            
            “What are we looking at?” Anthony asked.

            
            “Missed opportunities,” Warner replied, shaking his head. “You notice how some of the cars are slowing down?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “The drivers are looking for someone to buy from, but there’s nobody here.”

            
            Warner started the car. They drove half a mile and stopped opposite the Laguna Motel. It was not a place Anthony would ever
               want to stay at. The large sign on its roof was half lit and a part of it had collapsed. Trash blew from an overflowing dumpster,
               which someone had rolled into one of the empty parking spaces.
            

            
            “See the kid next to the vending machine?” Warner asked.

            
            Anthony hadn’t but he did now—a skinny Black kid, maybe eleven years old, in a Pistons hoodie and sagging jeans.

            
            “That’s Shady Pop,” Warner said. “I don’t know if that’s his real name—probably not—but Shady knows everything there is to
               know about this motel. He knows who’s staying in every room and exactly what they want. For a small fee, he’ll broker your
               deal.”
            

            
            “Understood.”

            
            “You can sling a lot of glass in this place.”

            
            Their next stop was a factory at the east end of Motor Park. It clanged and smoked. Forklifts zipped around the yard and a
               security guard sat in his box at the main gate, looking at something on his phone.
            

            
            “Avico Bearings,” Warner said. “An auto supplier, one of only a few in this area that are still in business. Most of its employees
               are blue-collar, salt-of-the-earth people. They finish their shifts and go home to their families. But some have different
               motivations.”
            

            
            Anthony had worked in a blue-collar environment for three weeks. That didn’t make him an expert, but he could guess what those
               motivations might be.
            

            
            “Jack’s Hot Dog Wagon parks outside these gates every Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday.” Warner pointed at a dusty strip of shoulder
               across the road from the factory. “In my opinion, Jack’s are the best dogs in town, but he’ll throw a little something extra
               in the bag for the right price.”
            

            
            Next, Warner drove to the southeastern edge of Monticello. There wasn’t much here: a couple of churches, a cemetery, a few large houses at the ends of long driveways. Warner stopped outside one of these. Anthony couldn’t see the house, only its lights burning between the trees. 

            
            “It’s not just the down and outs, Anthony. This property belongs to Alison Pertwee, the owner and honorary chairwoman of Calisto
               Robotics.” Warner tilted his head and shrugged. “A fancy title, but purely a figurehead role. Alison goes in for the occasional
               meeting and attends the big conferences—the shareholders like to see her face—but mostly she spends her days entertaining
               male escorts and smoking crystal.”
            

            
            “What a life,” Anthony said.

            
            “She’s one of our best customers.”

            
            From here, Warner headed northwest, driving along streets where the city’s upmarket appeal prevailed, though evidence of its
               struggles remained clear. He made a final stop at a derelict gas station in Hester Wood. There was a strip mall on the next
               block, everything closed except for a 24/7 convenience store and a takeaway pizzeria.
            

            
            “You can’t see it from this angle, but there’s a green Dodge Charger parked at the far side of the parking lot,” Warner said,
               thrusting his chin toward the strip mall. “Sitting on the hood of that Charger, or perhaps behind the wheel, there’ll be a
               tall Black man with red cornrows—probably red—and facial piercings. You can’t miss him. He’s got the Dennis Rodman thing going
               on.”
            

            
            “Okay,” Anthony said.

            
            “That’s Haze Morello. He’s the grapevine. Everything goes through him. Need a new TV? See Haze. Want to get rid of a stolen
               car? See Haze.”
            

            
            “Got it.”

            
            “I have a guy, Rook, who used to work Motor Park. Unfortunately, Rook failed to establish a relationship with Haze, and so
               Haze didn’t put any business his way.” Warner turned his mouth down, as if such a flagrant business misstep were beyond comprehension.
               “Rook is back in Black Ash now, working a smaller patch, one he can handle, but that means I have a vacancy here.”
            

            
            “I understand,” Anthony said. His heart rate had simmered over the last hour or so, but it picked up again now, filling his chest with a blunt and reckless sound. 

            
            “You think you can get a small crew together?” Warner asked. “Three or four reliable guys?”

            
            “Yeah,” Anthony replied.

            
            “As you’ve seen, the business model is established. The clientele is in place. All you need to do is take control.” Warner
               mimicked playing his guitar, manipulating the strings, getting whatever reaction he wanted.
            

            
            “No problem,” Anthony said.

            
            “Okay, little lion. Show me what you can do.” Warner thrust his chin in the direction of the strip mall again. “Go introduce
               yourself to Haze.”
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            It was a sixty-second walk, and Anthony’s heart made three erratic beats for every one step he took. His breathing was short.
               His palms were sweating. Nearing the strip mall, he saw the green Charger parked at the far end. Two guys were propped against
               the hood, one taller than the other. Anthony recalled the coolness with which he’d gone on his late-night jaunts through Toledo’s
               sketchier streets. It helped center him. He walked steadier, his right hand hovering just above his waistband.
            

            
            The strip mall was quiet. There were a couple of people inside the pizza joint, and a dude stood outside the convenience store
               scratching a scratch ticket. It was darker and quieter where the Charger was parked, away from the open stores and the bold
               fluorescent light spilling through their front windows.
            

            
            Anthony crossed the road, stepped onto the lot. A cop car passed at a lazy speed. Anthony waited to see if it would pull in,
               but it kept driving. He walked between crookedly parked vehicles—there were no stall lines on the asphalt—and continued toward
               the Charger. Haze and the other guy looked up as he approached. Music played on the car stereo, heard through its open windows:
               “Die Trying” by Key Glock, a song that featured heavily on Anthony’s favorite playlists.
            

            
            “Hey,” he said, stepping to within earshot. He held up maybe ten feet from the Charger’s front bumper and looked Haze dead in the eye. Anthony had run some jobs with Mardi, but this—being the frontman—was new territory for him. It was both terrifying and exhilarating. 

            
            “Who you lookin’ for, bro?” Haze asked.

            
            “You. You’re Haze.”

            
            Haze sucked through his teeth and looked at his buddy, who was a little younger than him, maybe late thirties, Latino. Anthony
               suspected he had a piece tucked into the back of his jeans but for now his hands were folded across his pot belly.
            

            
            “Rook’s history,” Anthony said. His voice was firm despite the nervous excitement in his chest. “You tell everyone that Li’l
               Lion is working Motor Park now. Same product. Same supply chain. Just a different point of contact.”
            

            
            Haze raised his eyebrows and grinned. He had three gold teeth. “What are you, eight years old? Get the fuck outta here, bro.”

            
            Anthony acted on impulse. It felt right then, and it felt right later, when he lay in bed thinking about it. He lifted the
               front of his crew and pulled the semiauto from the waistband of his chinos.
            

            
            “Maybe you didn’t hear me correctly. I said that Li’l Lion is working Motor Park now.” The P365 was not a big pistol but it
               felt like a cannon when pointed at someone’s face. “Tell Shady Pop. Tell Jack the hot dog man. Tell every motherfucker you
               know.”
            

            
            Haze stiffened, breathing through his nose. His buddy unfolded his hands and moved one toward his side. Anthony glared at
               him. His gun hand was trembling but there was enough wildness in his eyes to compensate.
            

            
            “Keep your hands where I can see them,” he warned, “or I’ll blow the back of Haze’s skull all over that fucking windshield.”

            
            Haze’s buddy kept his hands where Anthony could see them.

            
            “Down on your knees.” An image of Warner playing Flamenco guitar flashed through Anthony’s mind. “Both of you. Right now.
               Let’s go.”
            

            
            They dropped to their knees. Anthony stepped forward and pressed the P365’s muzzle to Haze’s forehead.

            
            “Now, repeat after me,” he said, talking slowly and clearly. “Li’l Lion runs Motor Park.”

            
            Haze swallowed hard and said, “Li’l Lion . . . runs Motor Park.”

            
            “And you’re going to share that information with all your contacts, right?”

            
            “Right.”

            
            “Good. That’s good, Haze.” Anthony lowered the pistol but kept it in his hand as he backed away. “I think we’re going to get
               along just fine.”
            

            
            Haze and his buddy didn’t get to their feet until Anthony had retreated almost all the way to the convenience store. As the
               light from its frontage fell over him, he returned the pistol to his waistband, turned around, and drifted into the shadows.
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            He wanted to run but didn’t want Warner to see him running. He wanted to scream, or to laugh—something, some kind of release—but didn’t want Warner to see that, either. All he could do was suppress his many complicated, intense
               emotions and return to the Aston Martin at an ordinary pace. It wasn’t easy.
            

            
            “How’d you do?” Warner asked as Anthony got back into the car.

            
            “I took control,” Anthony said. The steadiness of his voice did not match the furor inside him.

            
            “Good,” Warner said. “You’re hired.”
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            Dana grabbed her phone from the nightstand, brought up Carly’s number, and looked at it for a long time. Dozens of thoughts
               whirled and clashed in her head. She needed to say something to Carly, but what exactly? Your son is a drug dealer. Come get him before he winds up dead or in prison. It was blunt and honest but would lead to questions that Dana had no desire to answer—not unless she wanted to wind up in
               prison herself. Perhaps something a little more discreet, then: I feel like Anthony is mixing with the wrong crowd. You need to get on top of this. Okay, less incriminating, but would it work? Dana didn’t think so. Carly knew that Anthony was associating with unsavory people. She’d brought an entire rap sheet from Florida and used it to try to coax
               Anthony into returning home with her, and Anthony—old enough to make his own decisions—had told her to go kick rocks.
            

            
            That fucking kid! Dana had tried ignoring his texts, or responding brusquely, thinking he’d get bored and go away. Instead,
               he’d gone all private eye and exposed her lie about the house in Woodvale, forcing her to come clean before he mentioned it
               to his mom. That had set everything in motion. Last night, Anthony had walked into Stars Align—he was becoming something of
               a regular—and taken a seat at the bar.
            

            
            “Warner tells me I’ll be working with you,” he’d said. His delivery was cool but there was a smirk in his eyes she didn’t
               like in the least. The little son of a bitch had rumbled her again. Dana’s heart dropped and a sick feeling washed through
               her.
            

            
            “You get a job in the kitchen?” she asked.

            
            “Cute,” Anthony said. “You know what I’m talking about.”

            
            Dana shook her head, trying to keep her mouth from trembling. She had a sudden inclination to walk from behind the bar, exit through the front doors, and run blindly into the night—just run and keep running until she was in South Dakota, maybe Washington, a place where nobody knew her. Instead, she nodded, produced a weak smile, and served another customer. 

            
            Later, she poured herself a beer—it was a quiet night—and joined Anthony on the customers’ side of the bar. She swiveled her
               stool toward him, spread her legs a little, and flashed the red streak in her hair.
            

            
            “What the fuck are you thinking?” she said to him.

            
            Anthony opened his mouth to say something, but the words weren’t there. He liked to play the big man, the edgy, streetwise
               dude, but in that moment he looked childlike and uncertain.
            

            
            “I told you not to be lured by Warner,” Dana said. She drank from her glass slowly and licked her lips. Using her sex appeal
               to affect a desired outcome, even with someone so young, was not beneath her. “I told you he was dangerous.”
            

            
            “Yeah, you did, but I’m not interested in playing it safe,” Anthony said. He had regained his voice and at least some of his
               maverick attitude. “I came out here to push the boundaries, get some life experience.”
            

            
            “This isn’t your world. It’ll fuck you over in every way imaginable.”

            
            “Maybe.”

            
            “Definitely.”

            
            “I’m doing okay so far.”

            
            Dana searched his eyes, looking for the merest hesitation or doubt. There was nothing. She placed her bootheel on the footrest
               of his stool—right between his legs—and leaned closer to him.
            

            
            “I told your mom I’d keep an eye on you,” she said. “Don’t you care how this looks on me?”

            
            “One, I don’t need anybody keeping an eye on me. Two . . .” Anthony plucked the collar of his designer crew, and Dana got
               a puff of his cologne. Not Truth, thank God, but Light Blue by Dolce & Gabbana, one of Warner’s favorites. “She’ll never find
               out, not unless you tell her, and I don’t think you’re going to do that.”
            

            
            He wanted danger. Dana could see it in his eyes. Was it a death wish? Some kind of angsty, self-destructive response to his father’s passing? Dana was no psychoanalyst, but she thought that was exactly what it was. She also recognized that Anthony would not be dissuaded from this path, and her suggestive body language had no effect on him, either. He was like a flame that needed to burn brightly, briefly, and expel some pent-up energy. Dana’s only hope was that the light he emitted would not attract serious trouble. 

            
            “I knew you had something else going on,” Anthony said to her, and finished his beer. He wiped the wetness from his lips and
               rubbed his fingertips together—his turn to be suggestive, that fucking kid. “I could see it in your eyes. You need to work on hiding your secrets.”
            

            
            “You have no idea,” Dana said to him.

            
            Now, propped against her pillows after a terrible night’s sleep, Dana stared at Carly’s number on her phone, thinking of ways
               she could extract Anthony from this situation without compromising herself. Every avenue she went down ended in a brick wall.
               Jesus, it would be complicated even if Carly wasn’t a cop.
            

            
            “Fuck this,” she whispered, dragging a hand across her tired face. Just like the night before, she felt like stepping out
               the door and running away. God knows, it wouldn’t be the first time.
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            It was a cold Friday morning in early November, the sky steely gray, most of the leaves stripped from the trees. They danced
               through Black Ash’s streets in rattling troupes. Rotten pumpkins lingered on porch steps. A veil of frost clouded the outside
               of Dana’s bedroom window.
            

            
            She collected for Warner that day but was out of sorts and distracted. The minutes moved like hours. Dana was glad Colm had been there; he’d picked up her slack, and there was plenty of it. He also cheered her up by buying her shawarma from Sizzle & Spice, but then pissed her off when he put his hand on her thigh and squeezed. Dana removed it immediately and shot him a warning glance. He behaved himself after that. 

            
            Only Malc Moss came in light. He worked Ford, Black Ash’s roughest neighborhood. One of his boys had been stabbed in a brawl
               outside a nightclub in Detroit, not fatally, but seriously enough to take him off the streets. Malc assured Dana he had someone
               else in place and would make up the numbers next week.
            

            
            “The boss won’t be happy,” Dana told him.

            
            “It’s a bump in the road,” Malc said. He had no teeth—some kind of birth defect—and wore Elvis sunglasses everywhere. “And
               what do you expect? We’re all criminals. You, me, Mr. Muscle in the corner, my guys on the streets. Not a clear conscience
               among us.”
            

            
            All Dana wanted was to get out of that stifling back office at Fontana Financial PLLC and go home. She had a plan that involved
               a bottle of Merlot and an early night. Her long day only got longer, though; Malc had no sooner left when her phone rang,
               and she saw Carly’s name on the screen. Dana swore under her breath. She considered not answering but decided that would only
               make her feel worse.
            

            
            “Hey, girl.”

            
            “Hey.”

            
            Like Dana, Carly was at work—stuck in an unmarked car rather than a glorified closet, though, waiting on a search warrant.
               “Suspect in a shooting,” she said matter-of-factly. “We’ve got half the unit waiting to roll his apartment, looking for the
               murder weapon. He’s also a drug dealer, so there’s no telling what we’ll find.”
            

            
            “My God, you’re living in a Scorsese movie,” Dana said, looking at the leatherette carryall on the floor at Colm’s feet, containing
               close to $70,000 in drug money. “So much more exciting than real estate.”
            

            
            “I’m not so sure about that. There’s a lot of waiting around in this job. Waiting around and paperwork.” Carly drew a deep
               breath. A police radio quacked in the background. “Still, it’s good to be working again.”
            

            
            They exchanged pleasantries—Carly doing most of the talking: a new Indian restaurant in her town, an encaustic workshop she’d attended, a room in her house she’d finally got around to decorating. Dana mentioned the fall colors and the drifts of golden leaves everywhere. It was the best she could manage without bending the truth. Then Carly got down to her main reason for calling: 

            
            “Have you seen that kid of mine?”

            
            Dana hesitated. How could she be honest without implicating herself? What version of the truth could she give?

            
            “I’ve seen him a few times,” she replied. “When he’s been in the neighborhood.”

            
            “Yeah?” Carly said. She breathed deeply again, or maybe it was a long, aching sigh. “Does he seem okay to you?”

            
            “What do you mean?”

            
            “Well, does he look . . . happy?”

            
            “As far as I can tell,” Dana said. She hated this. Lying about herself was bad enough. “I don’t know him well enough to say
               for sure.”
            

            
            “I suppose,” Carly said. “It’s just . . . I spoke with him last week. He looked . . . troubled.”

            
            “Troubled how?”

            
            Carly’s turn to hesitate, no doubt trying to find the right words. “Hard to say exactly. It’s like there’s something going
               on he doesn’t want me to know about.”
            

            
            Dana pressed a hand to her heart. The pain there was real.

            
            “At times it felt like talking to a stranger,” Carly continued. “And he’s so thin. I know he’s not eating well.”
            

            
            “Probably not,” Dana said, fighting to keep her voice steady, aware that Carly might pick up on any fractional change in pitch
               or modulation—that she’d been trained to do exactly that. “Listen, you know your son better than anyone. If you’re worried
               about him, come and get him.”
            

            
            “I tried that.”

            
            “Then you have to let him find his own way home,” Dana said. Her hand was still pressed to her heart. “I think it’ll happen.”

            
            The police radio quacked again. Carly sniveled. Was she crying? Probably. Dana wanted to cry, too.

            
            “Keep an eye on him for me, will you?” Carly said.

            
            And maybe that was the answer: to take Anthony under her wing, monitor his development on the streets, and protect him if
               he messed up. Dana knew the game. More importantly, she knew Warner—his methods, caprices, and triggers. It would of course
               be better not to be in this position at all, but if she could use her experience to keep Anthony safe, she would.
            

            
            “Yeah,” she said. “I’ll watch out for him.”

            
            They talked a moment longer, their conversation interrupted not by the arrival of Carly’s search warrant, but by Queenie Slater,
               who ran Devon Park (only a marginally better crime rate than neighboring Ford). Queenie walked into Gregg Fontana’s back office
               sporting two black eyes and a broken nose. “Mofucken sunza bishess,” she said, pushing the door closed behind her. It sounded
               like she’d lost a couple of teeth, too.
            

            
            “I have to go,” Dana said. She ended the call with Carly—not without some relief—and turned her attention to Queenie, who’d
               been jumped by two crackheads last night but had held her ground.
            

            
            “S’all there,” Queenie said, tossing a McDonald’s bag stuffed with twenties onto the table in front of Dana. There was blood
               on some of the bills, which Dana counted out gingerly, casting cheerless glances at Queenie while thinking even more fondly
               about the bottle of wine awaiting her at home.
            

            
            At 5:01, Dana deposited $83,960 into the safe behind the fake Caravaggio, uttered a weary goodnight to Colm, and stepped out
               into the darkening evening. It was the weekend. For a few days, she could be a normal person. A bartender, not a criminal.
               On Tuesday, she would collect from Anthony for the first time.
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            Sunday. A day off. Dana rolled out of bed just before ten. She would have slept later but the neighbors started fighting, which Dana was used to, but then the police were called, and they started pounding on the door. Dana made herself coffee and Eggos. She sat at her living room window and watched the sun come out for the first time in three days. Similarly, a long-absent smile brightened her face. It said something about her life when the sight of sunshine was the best thing to happen to her in quite some time, and this made her sad all over again. 

            
            She’d planned to spend the day cleaning and shopping, maybe treat herself to something chic from the new Zara store at the
               mall. Finishing her breakfast, however, Dana decided to backburner one of these things (probably the cleaning) and visit Warner
               instead. She’d already tried talking to him about using Anthony, but he’d been in no mood to listen. Perhaps she’d have more
               luck today.
            

            
            The sun was shining, after all. It might be a good omen.
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            She made the familiar drive to Antelope Falls, passing through its picturesque downtown streets and middle-class neighborhoods,
               then following a private road into the hills where immodest homes caught the best of the sunlight. Warner’s was at the very
               top: a 4,100-square-foot contemporary, with frameless glass walls, an indoor pool, and a tennis court. Two marble lions sat
               on either side of the main gate, three-quarter-size replicas of Patience and Fortitude, the revered guardians of the New York
               Public Library.
            

            
            Dana still had the gate’s code from when she and Warner were an item. She punched it in and proceeded along an elm-lined driveway
               to the front of the house. Her base-model Corolla looked decidedly third rate reflected in the tall sheets of glass.
            

            
            A woman Dana had never seen before answered the door. She wore a bathrobe and her mascara was smeared. Warner’s new fling,
               perhaps, or just someone he picked up. There was a hickey on her clavicle—the lion doing his thing. Dana gave her the broadest
               smile she could manage and asked to speak to Warner.
            

            
            “He’s . . . in . . . the shower, I think.” She was high, not on Warner’s product. On gummies, probably.

            
            “I can wait,” Dana said.

            
            Her phone buzzed a couple of seconds later. A text from Warner: What do you want? Dana looked at the doorbell cam and said, “A quick chat, hon. Ten minutes,” then Warner’s voice echoed from inside the vast
               house: “Let her in.”
            

            
            There were very few rooms on the main floor—a scarcity of doors: Two bathrooms, storage, an unnecessary elevator. Mostly,
               it was an open-concept space with furniture assigned to certain areas, including a blood-red grand piano and a twenty-foot
               cinema screen.
            

            
            “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Warner appeared at the top of one of two staircases leading to the upper floor, both made
               with walnut treads and tempered glass balustrades. He wore white linen pants and nothing else. Dana noticed a new tattoo on
               his left rib cage—a lion, of course, and maybe not new, but it hadn’t been there the last time she’d seen him with his shirt
               off. He made his way down the stairs and across the expansive room toward Dana, his bare feet leaving ghostly prints on the
               marble floor.
            

            
            “I want to talk to you about Anthony,” Dana said once he was close enough that she didn’t have to raise her voice.

            
            “What about Anthony?”

            
            “I think you should reconsider having him on the front line.” Dana looked at Warner’s lady friend, who’d collapsed on a hot-pink
               love seat. Her bathrobe had fallen open, exposing one perfectly enhanced breast. How much could she hear? How much did she
               know? Dana lowered her voice. “It’s not his world. It’s far too dangerous.”
            

            
            “This again.” Warner rolled his eyes and ran one hand across his groomed chest. “I’m surprised, Dana, that you don’t see his
               potential. He’s intelligent, ambitious, and hungry. He’s also got a mean streak a mile wide.”
            

            
            “He’s out of his depth.”

            
            “You’re wrong,” Warner said. He pressed a fingertip to the middle of Dana’s forehead. She tried slapping it away but was too slow. “Think from a business perspective for one moment and compare Anthony’s credentials to those of Rook Begović or Queenie Slater, who can barely button their own shirts.”
            

            
            “Rook and Queenie were born on the streets,” Dana objected. Her voice had climbed in tone and volume. She looked at the woman
               on the love seat again and adjusted. “They know the streets. Anthony is a twenty-one-year-old college kid from a middle-class family.”
            

            
            “So what? I’m not from the streets, either.” Warner tapped his chest with the same finger he’d pressed to Dana’s forehead.
               “I see shades of myself in Anthony. He’s a born lion.”
            

            
            “Okay, but now look at it from my perspective,” Dana said. “His mom is a friend of mine. Perhaps my best friend. What do I tell her if something happens to
               Anthony? How would I ever look her in the eye again?”
            

            
            Now Warner glanced at his girlfriend, his Tinderella, his whatever, then gestured for Dana to follow him across the room, out of earshot. She did. They passed a huge vivarium with vibrant
               greenery and lizards inside and stopped close to the piano—a Steinway that was once played, apparently, by Thelonious Monk.
            

            
            “This friend,” Warner started, one eyebrow slightly higher than the other. “Does she know you work in the methamphetamine
               industry?”
            

            
            “Of course not,” Dana said.

            
            “Then you’re already quite used to lying to her.”
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            He was slick, intellectual, eloquent. His cool was like a stack of crystal glasses. It didn’t topple often, but when it did
               it was spectacular and loud, with a thousand sharp edges. Warner once confided to Dana—in one of his more fullhearted moments—that
               Hollywood had taught him how to drink blood and smile at the same time.
            

            
            He was born Yusuf Candy on August 10, 1976, his name evenly reflecting his American and Maldivian parentage. Nobody named Yusuf was ever going to make it in Hollywood, though, not at that time, so he adopted Warner Prince as his professional name. His first role was in The A-Team in 1983, playing the son of Mexican immigrants being bullied off their farmland by a despotic land developer. Warner had one
               line, spoken to a particularly taciturn B. A. Baracus: “Please, señor, my papi needs your help,” which he delivered with such tearful earnestness that B. A. melted on the spot and more roles
               followed.
            

            
            His acting career was relatively short: eleven years, seven of them playing Lalo Soto on Little Pitchers—a huge hit for NBC, and the principal reason for Warner’s early wealth. After the show concluded in 1994, Warner, then eighteen,
               found meaningful work difficult to come by. “I got offers,” he told Dana during one of their first dates, when he’d still
               seemed entirely charming and exotic. “I could have stayed busy if I’d been willing to play a clueless Mexican—a facsimile
               of Lalo Soto, in other words. But I wasn’t. I wanted to be taken seriously, and when I realized that wasn’t going to happen,
               I quit Hollywood.”
            

            
            Warner’s ego would not allow him to operate at the bottom of the pack. He diverged, then, into an affiliated industry, and
               one almost as important to Hollywood: the drug trade, chiefly cocaine. Here was a profession that rewarded the hardest, most
               talented workers, not just the prettiest or whitest. Furthermore, his eleven years in the business had gifted him a key resource:
               a Rolodex loaded with A-list cokeheads.
            

            
            Regarding clientele, it was a simple transition, but the business side—establishing suppliers, managing the money—proved more
               challenging. Warner made plenty of mistakes in those early years and didn’t always learn from them. He was beaten up, mugged,
               arrested twice (bribed his way out both times), and shot at. Eventually, he smartened up. He employed a roster of street-savvy
               runners and got them to do the legwork. He also formed a software development company and used it to wash his dirty money,
               which had started to amass in more conspicuous numbers. When he sold this seven years later, his various bank accounts were
               replete enough that he never had to work again. But the lion—only a cub then—was still hungry.
            

            
            In 2006, a report by the United Nations labeled crystal meth “the most abused hard drug on earth,” with 1.4 million users in the U.S. alone. Cocaine, it seemed, was yesterday’s news. This was around the time that the bottom fell out of the auto industry, with plants, production lines, dealerships, and suppliers shutting down across the country. Unsurprisingly, the Midwest was hit the hardest. Thousands of households were affected. Entire communities crumbled and faded away. Warner was no expert on sociological concerns, but he knew there was a correlation between economic decline and increased substance use. 

            
            First, he found a prime location: Black Ash, Michigan, not too large, not too small, shaken to its core by widespread job
               losses and an increased crime rate. Over the next few years, Warner ingratiated himself with the city’s hierarchy, funneled
               money (mainly drug money from California) into its treasury, and established businesses in the vicinity. Concurrently, he
               sourced a cook from Lansing and took control of Black Ash’s existing methamphetamine market by being bigger and better than
               the competition. By 2009, Warner had gone national, selling cocaine in Los Angeles and crystal meth in Black Ash. He wasn’t
               among the nation’s most notorious kingpins, but he wasn’t at the bottom of the pack, either.
            

            
            Dana met him shortly after and fell under his spell, as so many people did—a mostly pleasant experience in those days. He
               introduced her to his celebrity friends, took her to the most exclusive restaurants, and flaunted his cultured side: day trips
               to LACMA and the Getty, box seats at the opera, date nights at the New Beverly to watch the best foreign films and cult classics.
               He often cooked traditional Maldivian dishes for her, and there were countless times she’d lounge poolside at his Laurel Canyon
               home, or in his bed, while he played flamenco guitar in the background.
            

            
            He’d loved her. That much was certain. Dana was never sure she loved him back. For his many fine qualities, he was also controlling, rough in the bedroom, and given to startling, often terrifying mood swings. If someone—Carly, for instance—had said to her that she was dating Trent Collier all over again, Dana would have laughed in her face. Trent had been cold-blooded, boorish, and cruel. He’d had none of Warner’s sophistication and generosity. Yes, they were physically alike: a similar height and build, with the same companionable brown eyes, but that was where the parallels began and ended. Or so Dana told herself. Another voice insisted—usually in the dead of night, when her emotions were raw and the memories closer to the surface—that denial was a dangerous thing. 

            
            They were dating three months before Warner admitted his involvement with the L.A. drug scene. Dana had strong suspicions
               based on a few incidents she’d chosen not to question at the beginning of their relationship, like shady characters delivering
               bags of cash to his door, and a party in the Hills at which soul singer Lisa Hayes had tapped the side of her nose and flat-out
               asked Warner if he could “hook a sister up.” To his credit, Warner didn’t soft-pedal the issue when it finally came up. He
               told Dana everything, then held her hand across the table—he’d just served mas huni and homemade chapatis—and asked her to move to Michigan with him.
            

            
            “Michigan?”

            
            “I’m done with L.A.,” he said. “The market is too competitive, and the clientele bores me. Actors are such entitled pricks.”

            
            Warner explained to her that crystal meth was the way forward: easy to source—you could make it in your kitchen if you had
               the materials and the know-how—with larger profit margins. Furthermore, he had the town of Black Ash in his pocket, on both
               the street and local governance level.
            

            
            “Everything’s in place,” he said, spooning mas huni into his chapati. “I’ve got a growing customer base, a good cook, and a dependable crew. From here out, I’ll be spending most
               of my time in Black Ash, greasing palms and expanding the business. I’d like you to come with me.”
            

            
            Dana did not respond. Her mouth was too dry. She drank deeply from her glass of water, but it didn’t help.

            
            “You’ll be looked after.” Warner took a tiny bite of food, savored it in his mouth for a long moment, then clasped Dana’s
               hand again. “I have a loft overlooking the river. It’s big enough for two. We’ll get you a car and a credible source of income.”
            

            
            Dana nodded. She looked at his hand wrapped around hers—his left hand, capable of extremes: light on the fretboard, hard in
               the bedroom. His right hand was the same. His heart and soul, too. She imagined his maker with a basketful of smooth and rough
               pieces, attaching each to the next with a devious smile.
            

            
            She told him she’d think about it, and she did, with colorful, interior debate for hours a day and into the night. When he asked her again three days later, she said no, which created tension between them. Dana spent the next week in her own apartment, listening to the rats in the walls. One morning she woke up to find one—a particularly large and belligerent specimen—in the kitchen sink. Her landlord took care of the problem with a potful of boiling water. 

            
            As soon as he’d left, taking the mortally scalded rodent with him, Dana called Warner and told him she’d changed her mind.

            
            She moved to Black Ash in August 2011. True to his word, Warner looked after her. He employed her as a manager at his newly
               opened furniture store and leased her a brand-new RAV4 to run around in. His loft was spacious and modern. It used to belong
               to the owner of a local GM dealership before Pontiac went the way of the dodo. Best of all, there were no rats in the walls.
               In terms of his “other” business, Dana did nothing to begin with except accompany Warner to meetings with Black Ash’s mayor
               and other members of the city council, during which she would flash her hair and sometimes her legs, too. Warner’s stock within
               that mostly male, right-leaning administration only grew.
            

            
            Her role changed over time. Dana went from being a trophy girlfriend to managing product distribution. She also helped negotiate
               deals as the enterprise expanded, worked the streets when there was a shortage of runners, and steered the ship when Warner
               was out of town. There were times when she could barely look herself in the mirror, but it got easier. It was amazing how
               much self-loathing a person could endure.
            

            
            She and Warner ended their romantic relationship in 2015. It was a hard and hateful time. Dana resolved to reinvent herself—maybe
               change her name and move to a new town in the Rockies or backpack around Southeast Asia for a year. When Warner extended an
               olive branch and offered her a job at his sports bar in Antelope Falls, she took it, telling herself that it was a means to
               an end. Apartments in Aspen, or flights to Vietnam, were not cheap. She’d work her ass off for six months and save every spare
               dollar she could.
            

            
            A year later, Dana was still there, serving craft beers and hating her life. She’d also started collecting drug money from Warner’s network of dealers, operating out of a rusty Ford Taurus that she parked somewhere different every week. When she’d moved into the back office (formerly a storage room) at Fontana Financial PLLC, it had felt like an upgrade. 

            
            The only person she lied to more than Carly was herself.

            
            Warner’s Hollywood star may have faded but in Black Ash it shone brighter than ever. His businesses continued to provide jobs
               and revenue for the city, and he was awarded the Exemplary Citizen Golden Spoon at the Seventy-Fourth Annual Mayor’s Banquet,
               an accolade bestowed on very few—and met with remarkably little objection considering Warner lived in Antelope Falls.
            

            
            He was not completely done with Tinseltown, though. He maintained a residence in Laurel Canyon and went back several times
               a year, most recently to film the Netflix documentary Whatever Happened To . . . , profiling child actors after they’d left the industry. Some were living conventional, Middle-American lives. Others were
               raging dope fiends. Others still were dead. Warner came across as educated, prepossessing, and accomplished—the opposite of
               Lalo Soto, in other words. Similarly, a BuzzFeed article published in 2023 called Warner the coolest cat to ever strut out of the limelight.
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            “The answer is no, Dana, and it’s not up for debate.”

            
            “It is, though, because it’s not just your decision. Anthony is my best friend’s son, which means I’m involved—”
            

            
            “No.”

            
            There was a low rumble in his chest when he spoke; his patience was ebbing. Dana didn’t want to push him too hard. She also
               couldn’t let this go without a fight. She took a deep breath and stepped away from him—circled the grand piano, looking through
               the tall windows at the rust-colored trees.
            

            
            “I’ve known you for fourteen and a half years, through good times and bad. My God, we’re like an old country song.” Dana allowed a wistful smile to touch her lips. “But we’ve reached a better place. We understand each other. There’s more trust and respect between us.” 

            
            “Agreed.”

            
            “I’m asking this as a favor, Warner.” She stepped around the piano and close to him, into what she used to refer to as biting
               distance. “And I think I’ve earned one favor for the shit I’ve put up with over the years: the lies I’ve had to tell, the
               tweakers that have spat in my face, all the blood- and shit-caked money I’ve counted.”
            

            
            Warner folded his arms. The woman in the love seat sat up quickly, then flopped down again.

            
            “Get Anthony off the streets. Tell him he’s not ready.” Once upon a time she might have run one fingertip over his lips, maybe
               down the middle of his chest—all the way to the neat strip of hair beneath his navel. She couldn’t bring herself to do anything
               like that now, though. Even the thought of it repulsed her. All she had were the words coming out of her mouth, and she knew
               they might not be enough. “Put him back in the warehouse, put him on the fucking moon for all I care. But please, Warner,
               get him off the streets.”
            

            
            Warner looked her in the eye—they were the same height—and for a second or two, Dana couldn’t tell which way he was going
               to go. Then she heard the tiny click of his teeth coming together, and she knew. She took a step backward, out of biting range,
               and felt everything inside her sink.
            

            
            “What part of ‘no’ don’t you understand?” he asked. He still had that rumble in his chest. “I run my business my way, and I pay you well for the shit you put up with.”
            

            
            “You pay me okay,” Dana retorted, and a despondent sigh flowed out of her. “I still live in Irvington and drive an eight-year-old
               Corolla.”
            

            
            “You’d be whoring in L.A. if it wasn’t for me.”

            
            “Fuck you.” It was a stupid, angry thing to say, but also satisfying. She didn’t regret it, not even later when she was nursing
               her bruises.
            

            
            Warner unfolded his arms. He stroked her hair, exhibiting the same tenderness he used on his guitar. “Oh, Dana,” he said. She felt sick inside and tried to take another step backward, but he grabbed the back of her neck, forced her to her knees, and pressed her face to the middle of the piano’s keyboard. Dissonant notes rang out from beneath the raised lid. The woman on the love seat sat up again. 

            
            “I love the piano,” Warner said, trying to sound composed, but too much adrenaline coursed through him. “Everything is laid
               out, the notes side by side and repeating in octaves. It’s a perfectly constructed instrument.”
            

            
            “Warner,” Dana gasped, reaching behind to try to loosen his grip. “You’re hurting me.”

            
            “The treble notes often imply delicacy, whimsy, but also great joy.” To demonstrate this, Warner ran Dana’s face to the right
               side of the keyboard. It made a melodic, ascending sound. She felt every key strike her cheekbone, nose, and lip. He played
               a succession of shrill chords by thumping her face up and down: Deenk-doink-doink-deenk!

            
            “Warner . . . please.”
            

            
            “The bass notes,” he continued, “can convey darker emotions.” Now he dragged her face to the left side of the piano’s keyboard,
               hitting all the natural notes on the way down and some of the sharps and flats, too. “Sadness, emptiness, foreboding,” he
               said. “And of course, fear.” He bounced her face up and down again: BONNNG-DOOOOM-DUMMM-BOOOM! Blood spurted from Dana’s nose and splashed across the keys, matching the paintwork.
            

            
            “Warn . . . War . . .” She tried saying his name, but it broke off into a breathless, hurting groan.

            
            “You and I have been making music for a long time, Dana. We really are like an old country song.” He kept her face pressed
               to the keys but stooped lower and whispered in her ear. “How should we play together moving forward? On the high notes—the
               joyful notes? Or down low, where fear lives?”
            

            
            Dana reached with her right hand and played several of the treble notes, unintentionally tuneful and altogether desperate. Warner made a satisfied sound, then let go of her neck and stood up straight. Dana groaned again. She lifted her face off the bass keys but remained on her knees for almost thirty seconds. Her head whirled. Her heart ran like a panicked animal. Slowly, she pushed herself to a standing position—more discordant notes rising from the piano as the keyboard supported her weight—and looked at her boss and former lover. 

            
            He ran a trembling hand over his beard, then gestured at the woman on the love seat. “Angelica made a lentil curry last night.
               I’m about to reheat it, if you’d like to join me.”
            

            
            “I’m good,” Dana said, wiping blood from beneath her nose.

            
            “Fine,” Warner said. He walked away from her, his bare feet slapping on the marble. “Show yourself out.”
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            It took a long time for her heart rate to slow to something like normal. She had pulled over just down the road from Warner’s
               big glass house, navigating her car along a narrow track between the trees, and had let it all out—crying, screaming, thumping
               the steering wheel, kicking her tires, kicking the trees—until she was exhausted. It was almost four p.m. by the time she
               got home. She took Advil and soaked herself in a hot bath. Afterward, she went online and considered potential places to run
               away to. Bend, Oregon, was a frontrunner, surrounded by mountains and lakes. So was Bozeman, Montana, similarly bucolic. She
               imagined herself riding horses along the trails and skiing in the winter. Maybe she’d get a dog, call him Phoenix.
            

            
            In a matter of days, skipping town had gone from being an off-the-cuff thought to something with substance. There was a single
               fly in the ointment, though: Anthony. She couldn’t leave him with Warner, unwatched and unprotected. Her promises to Carly
               aside, she was actually quite fond of the kid.
            

            
            She needed him to be gone—out from beneath Warner’s wing, back in Florida, back at school, where he belonged. Then, maybe . . .

            
            Dana scrolled through photos of idyllic American towns on her laptop, absently stroking the bruises on her face with her other
               hand. Her gaze switched to her phone. She picked it up and scrolled to Carly’s contact.
            

            
            Hey, Carly, I have something to tell you and you’re not going to like it.

            
            How would she respond? Would she be discreet, employ all her tools as a mother to wrestle her son from this situation? Or would she use her influence as a detective, involve the state police and the DEA, and burn Warner’s meth empire to the ground—taking Dana down with it? This time, would Dana’s escape be the inside of a cell? 

            
            Either way, it would mark the end of their long and complicated friendship. A heartbreaking thought, but at least the lies
               would end, too.
            

            
            “No,” Dana whispered, unsure which of the many questions tumbling through her mind it was in response to. She said it again,
               a little louder: “No.”
            

            
            Her phone had the final say; it shut itself off. Dana set it down, pushed it to the other side of her kitchen table, then
               went back to looking at photos of peaceful towns with mountain views.
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            The bruises hadn’t faded by Tuesday. Dana applied concealer to her left cheekbone and the edge of her eye, but Anthony still
               noticed. He sat opposite her in the back office, in a chair recently occupied by Rook Begović, Brother Franz Zambrano, Hailey Shaw, and other drug dealers, and looked at her with genuine concern.
            

            
            “Who did this to you?” he asked, tapping his own cheekbone.

            
            “No one,” Dana replied, caught off guard. She thought she’d done a good job of concealing the marks—they weren’t that visible
               to begin with—but Anthony had a way of discerning things that other people didn’t. He’d probably be a better cop than his
               mom and dad combined, if he’d chosen that line of work. What a goddamn waste.
            

            
            “No one?” he raised one eyebrow. “Did you walk into a door? Fall and face-plant the sidewalk?”

            
            “This is a tough business, Anthony,” Dana said, and saw an opportunity to put a little scare into him. “You’ll find that out
               for yourself soon enough.”
            

            
            Anthony glanced over his shoulder at Colm, sitting in the corner, as still and bulky as a pile of rocks, then leaned across
               the table and whispered to Dana: “Was it Warner?”
            

            
            The question took Dana by surprise. She blinked and tried to keep her expression neutral. Anthony watched her carefully, his eyes narrowed, picking up on every tiny facial cue. It felt like he was tugging a loose thread that had appeared between her eyebrows, and that if he got enough of it she would unravel. 

            
            “Why would you think that?” she whispered back.

            
            “I’ve seen the way he looks at you,” Anthony replied, mouthing the words more than voicing them. “The way he speaks to you.”

            
            Dana pressed her lips together, recalling what he’d said to her at Stars Align last Thursday: You need to work on hiding your secrets. There was a name for people like him. Empaths, maybe? Mind readers? She lowered her gaze, knowing that breaking eye contact
               was a dead giveaway, but unable to help herself.
            

            
            “Was it Warner?” Anthony asked again, just above a whisper now, but Colm didn’t show any sign that he’d heard. “Tell me.”

            
            When she lifted her eyes a few seconds later, she saw the anger in his expression. She was no empath, but it was impossible
               to miss. And something else: He looked so much like Carly in that moment that it sent a chill racing down her spine.
            

            
            “No,” Dana uttered. She stared intently at Anthony, remembering all too well what had happened when his mom had protected
               her from an abusive man. “Get that out of your head.”
            

            
            His nose twitched, as if he could smell her bullshit. An objection formed behind his lips, but he didn’t voice it.

            
            “Now,” Dana said. She pointed at the bag at Anthony’s feet and made a gimme-gimme gesture with her hand. “Let’s get to work.”
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            Anthony reached into his bag and placed eight rolls of cash on the table, mostly twenties, some fifties, too. Dana estimated
               between eight and nine thousand. A decent haul, especially for his first week on the job.
            

            
            “I’m going to need more glass,” he said.

            
            “That’s Juice Fisher’s department,” Dana replied, picking up a roll of bills and groaning inwardly. She’d hoped Anthony would suck at this. “Have you met him?” 

            
            “The guy with the harelip?”

            
            “It’s called a cleft lip,” Colm said pointedly.
            

            
            “Right. Okay.” Anthony glanced at Colm, then back at Dana. “I thought he was one of the cooks. I’ll reach out.”

            
            “You do that.” Dana pulled off the rubber band and the cash unrolled in her palm. Loose bills. Good weight.

            
            “Juice is like Uber Eats,” Colm said, flashing his teeth in a big old grin. “The dude delivers.”

            
            “Good to know,” Anthony said. He waved a hand over the table. “Ten thousand, two hundred and eighty dollars. My boys know
               how to sling.”
            

            
            Dana had started counting but she paused and looked at Anthony, then down at the bundles of cash. If he was right, then there
               were some Benjamins rolled up inside the twenties.
            

            
            “Little tip,” she said. “Put the big rocks on the outside. It looks immediately more appealing.”

            
            “Rookie,” Colm said, and chuckled.

            
            “Heard,” Anthony said, bristling a little. His pride was dented. Good. He picked up his bag and got to his feet. “See you
               next Tuesday.”
            

            
            “Whoa-whoa-whoa.” Dana pointed at the empty seat, then pulled a line from one of her favorite movies: “Grab some wood there,
               bub.”
            

            
            “Nobody leaves until the counting’s done,” Colm added. He held up one hand as if he had a catcher’s mitt parked on the end
               of it. “Hey, D, throw me a few of those rolls.”
            

            
            She did. They started counting. Anthony waited, occasionally popping his knuckles. Every now and then he’d sigh, as if he
               had better places to be. Dana felt like telling him there were hundreds of better places he could be. Thousands. That got her thinking about Bozeman, Montana, again, and hiking through the Bridger Range with her dog, Phoenix. She’d no sooner dismissed this thought—she needed to concentrate, dammit—when she counted a twenty-dollar-bill that felt different from the others. Dana pulled it from the stack and examined it more carefully, testing the quality of the paper, lightly running the tip of one finger over Andrew Jackson’s jacket, then holding the bill up to the light to see if there was a watermark. There was, but the lines were blurred, and the alignment appeared slightly off. Dana checked the other side. Same deal.
            

            
            “Colm,” she said. “Black light.”

            
            “What is it?” Anthony asked.

            
            Dana didn’t answer. She watched as Colm got up from his seat, opened the bottom drawer of a dented metal filing cabinet, and
               removed a UV flashlight. He handed it to Dana, then looked over her shoulder as she passed the light over the front of the
               note.
            

            
            “Rookie,” he said again.

            
            “What’s going on?” Anthony asked. He sounded anxious.

            
            “You’re a smart kid. Smart enough that you should probably be at college.” Dana slapped the bill down in front of him. “What do you think is going on?”
            

            
            “It’s counterfeit?”

            
            “It’s counterfeit.”

            
            Anthony picked the fake bill up, lifted it to the light. “You sure? I see a watermark.”

            
            “Not a good one,” Dana said. “Here, look.” She handed a real twenty to Anthony for comparison. He held this up to the light,
               too, then the fake one again.
            

            
            “Kinda different,” he noted. “Hard to tell without the real one next to it, though.”

            
            “You get an eye for it,” Colm said, returning to his seat.

            
            Dana continued: “Now run the tip of your finger over Jackson’s jacket. Notice on the real one how the print is textured, but
               on the counterfeit it’s flat?”
            

            
            Anthony did—both notes. He nodded.

            
            “But here’s the acid test,” Dana said, handing Anthony the black light. “Shine this on the left side of the real note. You’ll
               see a narrow green strip, a security thread, with the words, ‘USA Twenty’ running through it. You won’t find it on the fake.”
            

            
            Anthony took the light and turned it on. He found the security thread quickly on the authentic twenty, but nothing on the
               counterfeit. He tried it on two more real notes and the strip was on both, invisible to the naked eye, but bright green under
               the UV light.
            

            
            “Fuck,” he said.

            
            “Keep that,” Dana said, nodding at the fake twenty. “Souvenir.”

            
            Anthony gave her a stony look, then pulled his wallet from his pocket. He lifted a twenty from inside, tested it with the
               black light—the green strip was there—and placed it down in front of Dana.
            

            
            “Better?”

            
            Dana took Anthony’s money and added it to the stack she’d counted. Carly’s son or not, she was going to treat him the same
               way she treated every other drug dealer.
            

            
            “We’ll see,” she said, and resumed counting. Five seconds later, she found another counterfeit twenty, then another. She placed
               them to one side and looked at Anthony. He stared at the fake bills and popped his knuckles again.
            

            
            “I’ve got one, too,” Colm said, holding a note up to the light. “These are pretty good, as far as bogus bills go. I’ve seen
               better, though.”
            

            
            Dana checked the time on her phone. 3:22. Edgar King, who ran Graytown and was her last count of the day, was due in at four.
               She looked at the cash in front of her and sighed. She’d be working overtime today.
            

            
            “Call Edgar, tell him to postpone until five,” Dana said to Colm, using the money in her hand to gesture at the money on the
               table. “We’re going to triple-check every one of these bills.”
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            The counterfeits started to pile up. One hundred dollars . . . two hundred . . . three. Anthony increasingly grew more uncomfortable.
               He got out of his seat and paced, swearing under his breath whenever Dana or Colm added another fake to the pile. There were
               no more pops left in his knuckles.
            

            
            “You’re not even using the black light,” he snapped at one point.

            
            “Don’t need to,” Colm said.

            
            It took almost thirty minutes to count and check it all. It was tedious work, made longer by Anthony’s glaring irritation.
               He’d smugly claimed there was $10,280 bundled up in rubber bands. The real number was $8,920. Still an okay haul for Anthony’s first week, but it meant that someone on his crew had exchanged $1,360
               worth of meth for Monopoly money.
            

            
            “So,” Dana said, looking hard at Anthony and pointing at the fat stack of counterfeit bills. “How much have you got in your
               wallet?”
            

            
            Anthony returned her hard stare, still pacing. Colm watched him carefully, ready to spring into action if Anthony’s anger
               boiled over. Maybe that wouldn’t be a bad thing, Dana thought. A fat lip and a black eye might be enough to send his skinny
               college-boy ass running for the hills.
            

            
            “Warner is going to kick up a storm,” she said, turning the screw. And why not? It was a true statement.

            
            “Wouldn’t want to be you, kid,” Colm added.

            
            “It’s not my fault,” Anthony hissed. “It’s the motherfucking tweakers, the meth heads, paying with fake fucking bills. Shit, maybe they
               try it with all the new crews—see how long they can get away with it.”
            

            
            “I don’t think so,” Colm said. “Drug addicts are dirtballs, most of them anyway, but they don’t tend to bite the hand that
               feeds them. No matter how new it is.”
            

            
            Anthony stopped pacing. He ran his hands through his hair, then dropped into the seat opposite Dana and deflated—his chest
               sinking, shoulders slumping, the air slowly leaking out of him.
            

            
            “You have any idea where this might have come from?” Dana pointed at the pile of fake notes again.

            
            “How am I supposed to know?” Anthony replied, shaking his head. “My guys brought the cash to me. I counted it and brought
               it to you.”
            

            
            “Who are your guys?” Dana asked.

            
            “My boy Daran runs the corners from the Laguna Motel to Hester Wood. Mardi’s got the south.”

            
            “You trust them?”

            
            “Fuck yeah, I trust them,” Anthony sat up in the chair, inflating again. “Listen, these transactions are done in seconds. You know that. There’s barely eye contact. And there sure as shit isn’t time to get a motherfucking black light out and start scanning bills.” 

            
            “Most tweakers buy teenths for thirty-five bucks a pop,” Dana said. “It’s risky to disguise counterfeits among a small number
               of bills. They’re usually hidden within larger sums of money.”
            

            
            “Makes sense,” Anthony said.

            
            “So,” Dana continued, “ask Daran and Mardi if anybody bought in bulk. Several grams at once. Or by the ounce.”

            
            “The hot dog man,” Anthony said, spreading his hands. “The rich woman, too. Alison . . . Pearson? Porter?”

            
            “Pertwee,” Dana corrected him. “And no, her money is good. Always has been. Jack’s, too.”

            
            “They’re too smart for that shit,” Colm said.

            
            “If your guys confirm a large transaction, other than Jack or Alison, tell them to be on alert when dealing with that individual
               again, and to check the money as soon as the transaction is complete.” Dana started rolling up the real bills and securing
               them with the same rubber bands that Anthony used. “Have them get any information they can. Description, vehicle type, time,
               and place. If they find a single bad note, we’ll have something to take to Warner.”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Colm said, and that big old grin was on his face again. “He gets real grumpy when people try to fuck him over.”
            

            
            “Can confirm,” Dana said. Warner smashing Jake Brankovich in the mouth with the butt of his pistol, then swallowing one of
               his teeth, would be seared into her mind until the end of time.
            

            
            Anthony fidgeted uncomfortably. Dana didn’t think it would come back on him too hard, but Warner might decide to scare him
               a little—keep him on his toes. Or maybe he’d realize that Anthony was punching above his weight, after all, and put him back
               in the warehouse. It was something to hope for.
            

            
            “Colm,” she said, realizing that she was enjoying seeing Anthony squirm. “Check with Haze. See if any hot paper is doing the rounds and who it’s going through.” 

            
            “Roger that,” Colm said. “I’ll run the fakes by Mike Barrett, too. He might know a point of origin.”

            
            “Who’s Mike Barrett?” Anthony asked.

            
            “Colleague from my cop days,” Colm replied. “A crooked motherfucker. He’s in Detroit but he has a long reach.”

            
            Anthony ran the back of one hand across his forehead and it came away wet. Dana looked at him, tilting her chin in a told-you-so kind of way. She rolled the last stack of good bills and tossed them to Colm, who dropped them into the carryall at his feet.
               They’d be run through the currency counter at the end of Friday’s shift, along with the rest of the week’s take. Anything
               less than $150,000 would further incite the lion’s wrath.
            

            
            “Eight thousand, nine hundred, and twenty. Turns out you’re light, after all.” Dana made a tsk-tsk sound and shook her head. “I guess your guys aren’t the hot-shot slingers you thought they were.”
            

            
            “They sold every gram. This isn’t their fault.”

            
            “I’m not sure Warner will see it that way.” She pointed at the door. “You can go now.”

            
            Anthony stood up, pulling his shoulders back with a bravado he clearly didn’t feel. He found another couple of pops in his
               knuckles, then dipped toward the door and left without another word.
            

            
            “Rookie,” Colm said yet again. He folded his hands over his chest, leaned the back of his head against the wall, and closed
               his eyes.
            

            
            Dana massaged her temples. The clock on her phone read 4:47. There was still one more count on the schedule: Edgar King, who
               was always a difficult time. She curled her lip at the thought, but her mind, and some of her heart, too, was still on Anthony.
               Now might be a good time to give him another nudge in the right direction.
            

            
            She got to her feet and stepped around the table. Colm cracked one eye open.

            
            “Be right back,” she said.
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            Anthony sat behind the wheel of his car, phone in hand. Dana approached on the driver’s side. She saw the name “Mardi” on
               the screen in the second before she knocked on the window. Anthony jumped. He looked at her with wide eyes, then turned off
               his phone and buzzed the window down.
            

            
            “We’re not playing games here, Anthony,” Dana said. “This is the real deal. Bad people. Zero tolerance. Warner is going to
               want blood.”
            

            
            Anthony stared at her. She saw the fear in his eyes, but that other thing, too: that self-destructive desire for danger. He
               was at war with himself, she realized. Tears in one hand, bullets in the other.
            

            
            “Why are you doing this?” The hypocrisy was not lost on Dana. She’d been asking herself the same thing for fourteen years
               and still couldn’t produce a satisfactory response.
            

            
            “Does it really matter?” Anthony asked in return. “Does anything matter? Everything we’ve got can be gone in an instant. Life is just pain wrapped in shiny paper.”
            

            
            Dana raised an eyebrow at that. It was remarkably profound for someone so young, and not too far from the truth—at least in
               her experience. But what it really came down to was that he felt sorry for himself. His comfortable life had taken a U-turn,
               and he didn’t know how to deal with it.
            

            
            “Go home, Anthony,” she said. She leaned on the edge of his open window and placed one hand on his shoulder. “And by home,
               I mean Florida. Be with your mom. Be with the people who care about you.”
            

            
            “I’ll make you a deal,” he said, folding his hand over hers. “I’ll go back to Florida. I’ll leave tomorrow—shit, I’ll leave
               tonight . . . if you come with me.”
            

            
            This was not the response Dana expected, and it took her a moment to collect her thoughts. Anthony looked at her. For one
               second, she saw everything in his eyes—all the sadness and devil-may-care attitude she’d become used to seeing. But there
               was something else. It was a little harder to discern but no less insistent: a sense that he knew this was all too much for
               him, and that he was nearing the edge, whatever that looked like.
            

            
            “You shouldn’t be doing this, either,” he said, gesturing at the back door of Gregg Fontana’s office building. “Mom will help you find somewhere to live. You can stay with us until then. There’s plenty of room. Our house is way too big for just two.” 

            
            “Anthony—”

            
            “You talk about me being smart, doing the right thing, but you need to do the right thing, too.” He stroked the back of her hand with the tip of his finger. Dana tried to pull it back,
               but he held it tight. “Besides, Mom would love to have you closer.”
            

            
            Dana frowned. She wasn’t so sure about that.

            
            “And this . . .”—Anthony tapped his cheekbone with his other hand, indicating the bruises on Dana’s face—“this will never
               happen to you again.”
            

            
            For years Carly had been telling her that Anthony was such a sweet kid, a heart of gold, just like his dad—the kind of person
               who would think nothing of helping someone in need, and who always put his loved ones first. Dana had seen no evidence of
               that. The version of Anthony she knew was sullen, hardheaded, and angry. His father’s death had knocked him clean off the
               rails, and rather than realign himself and move forward, he’d been content to scramble in the ditch with the rats. Now, however,
               the young man that Carly described had emerged. He shone through the bitterness and angst, in some ways more boyish and innocent,
               but in others more mature.
            

            
            Such a shame to break his heart.

            
            “Anthony, I can’t go to Florida with you.” It was a little awkward, the way he stroked the back of her hand, but she didn’t
               stop him—she clutched his shoulder tighter, in fact. “Your mom and I have . . . history. We’re like exes who still love each other very much but can’t live together.”
            

            
            “What history?” He inclined his head.

            
            “It doesn’t matter,” Dana replied, and quickly changed the subject. “You’re right, though: I shouldn’t be doing this. And
               I won’t be for much longer.”
            

            
            “What does that mean?”

            
            “It means I’m making plans. I’m getting out of here, too.”

            
            “Where?”

            
            “I don’t know yet.” Dana shrugged. “But what I do know is that I can’t go anywhere while I’m looking out for you.”
            

            
            “I told you before,” Anthony said, and the hurting, angry kid was back. “I don’t need anyone looking out for me.”

            
            “Over thirteen hundred dollars in fake bills tells me something different.”

            
            It wasn’t five yet and the sun had dropped behind the buildings in the west, throwing pinks and coppers. Dead, wiry bushes
               at the edge of the lot made a bonelike sound, and a child sat crying at a bus stop across the street. Dana had often mused
               that fall in Black Ash was more plaintive than anywhere else.
            

            
            “I’ll come with you then,” Anthony said, twisting in his seat to look at her more fully. “We’ll run away together. Problem
               solved.”
            

            
            Dana drew her hand from his shoulder. He held tight for a second, then spread his fingers, allowing her to slip away. She
               took a breath and said, “I think we both know that’s not going to work.”
            

            
            “Why not?”

            
            “A twenty-three-year age difference, for one thing,” Dana said, trying to keep the harshness from her voice. “Your mom for
               another.”
            

            
            Anthony nodded, started the car, and looked directly ahead. Trap music blared from the stereo speakers. He didn’t turn it
               down. He revved the engine a couple of times to illustrate that he was ready to end the conversation.
            

            
            “Think about what I said.” Dana had to raise her voice to be heard over the music. She stood up straight, removing her elbow
               from the edge of his window. The moment she did, Anthony hit the gas. His newish Mazda—still with Florida plates—pounced forward,
               its tires kicking up grit and howling as he left the lot.
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            She met with Warner that evening. He was the last person she wanted to be around. She’d sooner be stuck in an elevator with
               twenty repellent meth dealers than spend five minutes with the man who, just two days ago, had played the piano with her face.
            

            
            They were at the Starbucks parking lot on Surrey Street, three blocks from her apartment. Dana wanted a public setting to
               deter Warner from making a scene. He leaned against the door of his car (the Porsche Taycan tonight) listening as Dana told
               him about the counterfeit bills, doing her best to keep the vindication out of her voice. Warner closed his eyes a couple
               of times and took several deep breaths to manage his emotions.
            

            
            “Colm has the counterfeits?” he asked when Dana had finished.

            
            “Yeah. He said he was going to run them by Mike Barrett.”

            
            “Okay. We’ll look into this.” Warner nodded, his jaw clenched. The concern was that this was the beginning of something, not
               just a one-off. If so, he’d need to get ahead of it. “Good work.”
            

            
            “Mm-hmm.”

            
            “Let’s hope Anthony comes in clean next week.” Warner stood up straight and opened his car door. “Everybody else, too.”

            
            “Mm-hmm.”

            
            With that, he got into his Porsche and purred away. Dana watched his taillights until they faded into the misty night, then
               drove back to her apartment. It was only three blocks, but she refused to walk. Not this late. Not in this neighborhood. She’d
               had more than enough degeneracy for one day.
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            Anthony handed over $9,120 the following Tuesday, a touch light, but it was all clean. “I checked it myself,” he said with
               attitude. “Every last note. I even bought a black light from Amazon.”
            

            
            “You didn’t have to weed out any fakes?” Dana asked.

            
            “Not one.”

            
            The meeting was concise and professional. They spoke as if there were no personal connection—as if their conversation last week hadn’t happened. Anthony hadn’t called or texted her since then, either. Unusual for him. Maybe he was embarrassed or licking his wounds. Dana thought it would be this way for as long as he was working for Warner, or until she was driving west with suitcases strapped to the roof of her Corolla. 

            
            “Stay vigilant,” she said in the same dry, businesslike voice she’d used from the moment he sat down. “Pay close attention
               to new customers and large transactions.”
            

            
            “We’re on it.”

            
            “This isn’t over.”

            
            She was right about that.
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            The following week, November 25, the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, Anthony did call. He was stuck in Fort Wayne, he said—something about driving his boy, Jonathan, there to pick up a top-of-the-line DJ
               controller, but the guy who was selling it was still at work, and unlikely to punch out much before five.
            

            
            “I’m pissed. Jonathan promised we’d be back in Toledo by two.” Anthony let out a long sigh. “So I’m going to be late. Real late. How do you want to play this?”
            

            
            “Late isn’t going to work,” Dana said. “Mr. P. likes to have everything counted on time. He’s very particular about that.”

            
            “What’s the big deal?” Anthony said. “Everything goes in the safe until Friday. I can drop it off tomorrow.”

            
            “The office is closed tomorrow.”

            
            “Friday, then.”

            
            “If you want to call Mr. P. and ask if you can make the delivery Friday instead of Tuesday, three days late, then you go right
               ahead.”
            

            
            Anthony cursed under his breath, but she heard it over the line all too clearly. She felt no pity, only a cold, ugly satisfaction.
               He could be propped against a palm tree reading sociology textbooks, but no, he wanted life the hard way.
            

            
            “What if I got Daran to bring the take?” he said. “Will that work?”

            
            “Make sure he’s here on time,” Dana replied, and hung up.

            
            He wasn’t on time. He was seventeen minutes late . . . and it wasn’t Daran anyway. Dana didn’t know what Daran looked like,
               only that he was Anthony’s age and Black. This guy was fortysomething and white. He wore a scruffy Saints cap and had three
               teardrop tattoos beneath his right eye.
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            Dana started counting. Within seconds, she found the first counterfeit bill. Her stomach turned cold. She put it to one side
               and looked at the guy sitting opposite her. His name was Mardi. He hadn’t told Dana this, but she knew it anyway. Carly had
               mentioned the “friend” with the teardrop tattoos in several of their conversations. “A goddamn piece of shit,” she’d called
               him, among other colorful descriptors. After five minutes in Mardi’s company, Dana was inclined to agree.
            

            
            He glanced at the fake twenty and curled his lip. Dana counted out three more, laying each one down gently, forming a neat
               pile.
            

            
            “Get the blacklight,” she said to Colm. “And call our four o’clock. Push him back to five. Again.”

            
            “Uh-oh,” Colm said.

            
            “There a problem?” Mardi asked.

            
            “You’re a problem, for a start,” Dana said to him. “I was expecting Daran. I don’t like surprises.”

            
            “D. with his bitch,” Mardi said. He shifted uncomfortably. The bling around his neck jangled. “He asked me to come. So here
               I am.”
            

            
            Colm handed Dana the black light, then left the room to call Edgar King. By the time he returned, the stack of counterfeit
               twenties was two hundred dollars high. He whistled through his teeth and helped her count. Mardi snorted and picked dead skin
               from behind his ear and looked at the ceiling. At one point he hooked his phone from the pocket of his hoodie and started
               fiddling around with it. Colm snatched it out of his hand and slammed it down on the table hard enough to crack the screen.
            

            
            “No phones,” he roared. “Are you fucking stupid?”

            
            “You broke my fucking phone.” Mardi looked at the cracked screen, his mouth turned down and his eyes flared.

            
            “It’ll be your neck next time.”

            
            There was $8,750 in good money and $920 in bad. They counted again and confirmed the amount. The cold feeling in Dana’s stomach
               had spread into her chest and down both arms. Warner would detonate when he heard the news, and she would be caught inside
               the blast radius. Anthony, too. The only positive was that the shock wave might knock him all the way back to the Sunshine
               State.
            

            
            She picked up the fake bills, all twenties, and waved them in Mardi’s direction. “Can you shine some light on this?”

            
            Mardi turned his lip down and shook his head.

            
            “Try,” Dana snarled, slamming the paper down in front of him. “If I can’t explain this to my boss, he’s going to come to you looking for answers. And trust me, his line of questioning is a lot tougher than mine.”
            

            
            “This the meth game, bro,” Mardi said, and showed his teeth. None were white and few were straight. “Ever’body sketch. This
               shit gonna happen.”
            

            
            “Is that what you suggest I tell my boss?” Dana said. “That shit happens?”

            
            Mardi shrugged. “He know the deal. I can’t be checkin’ every tweaker for fake green.”

            
            “Okay.” Dana placed her palms flat on the table and breathed through her nose. She wanted to get Colm to break this dirtbag’s
               jaw—he’d do it, too—but instead nodded at the door and said, “We’re done here.”
            

            
            Mardi left, swaggering from the room, his jewelry clinking. Dana waited until she heard the pneumatic sigh of the building’s
               back door opening and closing, then turned to Colm.
            

            
            “What do you think?”

            
            “I think he’s a fucking asshole.”

            
            “Hard agree.” Dana held up the fake cash. “I was talking about this?”

            
            “Yeah, I knew what you meant.” Colm spread his large, meaty hands. “Haze tells me there’s the usual amount of bad paper doing
               the rounds, but nothing like we’re seeing in Motor Park.”
            

            
            “You think this is an inside job?”

            
            “That’s exactly what I think,” Colm said. “Impossible to prove, though. What you need is a confession, probably by way of
               what we in law enforcement would call enhanced interrogation.”
            

            
            “Enhanced interrogation,” Dana repeated. Her mind screened a montage of torture scenes from various movies. “That doesn’t
               sound good.”
            

            
            “It isn’t.”

            
            Edgar King rolled in, unpalatable as ever, with $11,470 stuffed into a Hello Kitty lunch bag—a good week for Graytown. Dana
               hoped it would go some way toward dousing Warner’s flames but knew in her heart it wouldn’t. After Edgar had left—leaving
               wafts of marijuana and Axe body spray in the air—Dana put the day’s take in the safe, said goodbye to Colm, and walked out
               to her car. The cold feeling had not dissipated. Quite the opposite: Her legs trembled, and the tips of her fingers were numb.
               She called Anthony as soon as she was behind the wheel with her door closed. Straight to voicemail. She drove home and tried
               Anthony a second time as she rode the elevator to her apartment. Voicemail again. This time, Dana spoke after the beep:
            

            
            “So . . . umm, I didn’t meet Daran, but I did meet Mardi. Is that his name? The guy with the teardrops?” She left a long pause that would let Anthony know exactly what
               she thought of Mardi. “Call me when you get this message.”
            

            
            He never did.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Loyalty

         
         
            1

            Yellow Bellies was a Midwestern fried chicken joint on West State Boulevard, where the servers wore chicken hats and had to
               cluck every time they took an order. There was chicken décor everywhere, from the floor tiles to the ceiling ornaments, and
               the stereo system played a constant stream of chicken-themed songs. Anthony would have eaten anywhere else for that reason
               alone (he could go the rest of his life without hearing “Chick Chick” by Wang Rong Rollin again), but Jonathan had a weakness
               for Yellow Bellies. “You’ll never eat a better bird,” he’d said with absolute seriousness, tapping the location into his GPS.
               Anthony had suggested he write the Yellow Bellies CEO and propose this as their new motto, although “A Cluck Well Spent” had
               it beat for kitschiness.
            

            
            The bird was good, though. Perhaps not the best that Anthony had eaten—he’d dined at some swanky establishments with his parents over the
               years—but better than the usual chain-restaurant fare. He kept it simple: a chicken sandwich with gravy. Jonathan ordered
               a five-pound mountain of wings and ate every one of them, sucking the bones clean and wiping his fingers across the front
               of his Bruce Lee T-shirt. Anthony watched him with amusement bordering on disgust, at least for the first three pounds, then
               decided to wait in the car.
            

            
            “You can pick up the check,” he said, pulling his jacket on. “A thank you for driving your ass out here and making me miss
               my appointment.”
            

            
            “Motherfucker told me he was taking the day off,” Jonathan said. Disgruntled words, but he was in a fine mood, and so he should be: There was a $2,600 DJ controller (stolen) in the trunk of Anthony’s car that Jonathan had bought for $550 cash. He’d had a gainful day. Anthony, not so much. 

            
            “I have another appointment at ten,” Anthony said, which was true. He was meeting Juice Fisher on the northern edge of Black
               Ash to pick up his weekly shipment of meth: a one-pound bag that he would break down into teenths, grams, 8-balls, and ounces.
               With the buying habits of Motor Park’s glass-smoking populace, this should net them about $13,000. Eleven other dealers in Monticello and Black Ash were selling similar numbers in their own neighborhoods.
               No wonder Warner was driving an Aston Martin.
            

            
            “Chill, brother,” Jonathan said. “We got plenty of time.”

            
            “It’s a hundred miles to Toledo, then I have another hour’s drive from there,” Anthony said. “I can’t be late, brother. You got twenty minutes, then I’m taillights.”
            

            
            “Mm-hmm. I’mma finish my birds and I’ll be right out.”

            
            “How Funky Is Your Chicken” by the Jackson 5 started playing and that was Anthony’s cue to exit. He weaved between the tables
               and the servers in their novelty hats and stepped outside. The cold night air hit him in the chest and brought a rush of homesickness.
               He traditionally spent Thanksgiving at his Uncle Monte’s place in Boca Raton, watching his little cousins splash in the pool
               while his dad and Uncle Monte flipped huge pork shoulders on the barbecue. There’d be nothing like that this year. The chicken
               sandwich he’d just eaten might be as close as he’d get.
            

            
            Anthony zipped his jacket all the way up, plunged the lower half of his face inside his collar, and walked to his car. As
               he did, he hooked his phone from his back pocket and brought up Daran’s number. Anthony had been able to breathe a little
               easier knowing that Daran was delivering the week’s take, but he’d fully relax when he knew that everything had gone okay.
               He pushed the call button. No answer. Anthony tried again and this time Daran picked up.
            

            
            “What’s going on?” He sounded a little drowsy.

            
            “Checking in, my brother. Everything go okay?”

            
            “What do you mean?”

            
            “Your trip to Black Ash.” Anthony reached his car but didn’t get in—stood locked to the spot. What do you mean? was not the response he was looking for.
            

            
            “Shit,” Daran said. “I thought Mardi was going to call you.”

            
            “Mardi? Why the fuck would Mardi call me?”

            
            “He stepped up, took care of it.”

            
            A dark bell chimed in Anthony’s mind. It matched the cold in unpleasantness. “Mardi made the delivery?”

            
            “Said he was gonna.”

            
            “I asked you to do it.”

            
            “Yeah well, Tamsen called. We had that bust-up Sunday. She wanted to make things good, you feel me?”

            
            Anthony shook his head, not feeling Daran at all. He hung up and got into his car, operating in slow motion while the world
               ran double time around him. He called Mardi. The dark bell in his mind clanged repeatedly.
            

            
            “Yo.”

            
            “Mardi . . .”

            
            “Sup?”

            
            “You went to Black Ash?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “And?”

            
            There was a pause. It may only have lasted seconds, but to Anthony it felt long enough to drive back to Toledo and get the
               response in person.
            

            
            “It’s all good, bruh,” Mardi said.

            
            Anthony unzipped his jacket. He wasn’t cold anymore. On the contrary, a light sweat dampened his throat. “Okay, so . . . they’re
               happy? I’ve got nothing to worry about?”
            

            
            Another pause.

            
            “Mardi, you didn’t . . .”

            
            “Yo, fuck ’em. Small-town motherfuckers. They didn’t do shit ’cuz they can’t do shit.” A wheezy sound came over the line. Anthony imagined Mardi snickering through his dirty teeth. “We got this, bruh.
               Fuck ’em.”
            

            
            “Once, Mardi,” Anthony said, pressing a fist to his forehead. The dark bell in his mind had fallen off its rope, leaving an emptiness
               where the sound still echoed. “I said we try it once, and if they catch onto us, which they did, then that’s it. Never again. What the fuck, man?”
            

            
            “They got nothin’ on us,” Mardi insisted. He actually sounded pleased with himself. “Some bitch and a fat-ass old cop.”

            
            Anthony closed his eyes and imagined Warner playing flamenco guitar, subtly flaunting his confidence, quiet power, and control.

            
            “It’s not them I’m worried about,” he said.
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            The drive home was made longer by a jackknifed semi on Route 24, creating a string of taillights that stretched for three
               miles. Anthony’s mood went from volcanic to cataclysmic. He punched the dashboard a couple of times—sprained his wrist doing
               it. Jonathan shifted uncomfortably in the passenger seat. He stank of Yellow Bellies special sauce, but it was too cold to
               crack a window. Anthony wanted this day over.
            

            
            Dana called twice en route. He rejected the call both times. That was not a conversation he was ready for. The second time, she left voicemail. He’d listen to it later, he told himself, when Jonathan
               wasn’t sitting next to him. His focus now was on getting to his meeting with Juice on time and not making a bad situation
               worse.
            

            
            The traffic crawled. Jonathan complained that the seat belt was too tight and took his insulin shot and slapped drum and bass
               patterns on his considerable thighs. 6:20 p.m. became 6:45 became 7:20. Anthony exited 24 north of Defiance, joined the Ohio
               Turnpike, and followed this into Toledo. It was tight with traffic but at least it kept moving. It was 8:27 by the time he
               dropped Jonathan at the house he shared with his sisters and grandmother. He asked for help getting the DJ controller—still
               in its box—out of the trunk. Anthony ended up carrying it by himself while Jonathan waddled up the pathway behind him, scratching
               his belly.
            

            
            “Brother,” he said. “I owe you big.”

            
            He held up his fist to be bumped. Anthony obliged but could have punched him instead.
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            He put ten bucks in the gas tank—that’d get him to Black Ash and back—and ran home quickly to take a piss and change his shirt.
               There was no sign of Daran or Mardi. A good thing. They’d both let him down. It was hard to blame Daran completely; he had no idea about the counterfeit money. But still, he’d chosen to get laid instead of helping Anthony out of a bind.
               Maybe Anthony would have done the same, but that didn’t make it any easier.
            

            
            The rendezvous with Juice was at an abandoned diner on Vineyard Road, just north of Black Ash and exactly halfway between
               Lansing (where the product was cooked) and Toledo. It was an hour and ten minutes without traffic. Anthony left his house
               at 8:46. He’d need to boot it if he didn’t want to keep Juice waiting.
            

            
            There was roadwork on 223—it was down to one lane for half a mile—but otherwise the going was good. There were passages where
               Anthony saw no other cars at all. He just followed his headlights and watched the road unfold. It had a hypnotic, calming
               effect despite his speed: eighty miles per hour where it was straight and clear. Anthony prayed he wouldn’t see the sleek,
               dark shape of a cruiser parked roadside, and in this, at least, he was lucky.
            

            
            He listened to music the whole way, which also had a calming effect, except for the twenty-one seconds that he listened to
               Dana’s voicemail, which did not. There was as much gravitas and disappointment in her voice as he’d expected. Call me, she’d said. Anthony didn’t. He had no idea what to say to her. Should he plead ignorance, or tell her the truth and hope
               she’d protect him?
            

            
            “Deny, deny, deny,” he whispered to himself. Wasn’t that a famous saying? Socrates, maybe? President Trump? It was not an
               ideal strategy—ideal was not being in this situation to begin with—but it might be the best he had.
            

            
            He passed the sign welcoming him to Black Ash at 9:40. He’d made good time, thanks to going twenty-five over at least part of the way. The town slogan, faded over the years, read: BLUE COLLARS AND BIG DREAMS. This usually raised a smile but not tonight. He crossed the river. The lights on the bridge scrolled over the passenger seat. Anthony imagined his father sitting there, his shapely eyes glistening, his long legs extended into the footwell. 

            
            “What would you do?” Anthony asked him.

            
            Don’t talk to me, his father said.
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            The diner had been called Happy Days but was now just a graffitied husk with boarded-over windows and grass growing on the
               roof.
            

            
            The lot was empty. Anthony checked the time: 9:53. He shut off his engine and waited in the dark.

            
            Looking at the diner’s bulky outline, a tremendous sadness passed through him. No families would dine there again. No ice-cream
               floats or pancakes would be served. The neon sign over the big double doors would never be switched on. Quite suddenly, Anthony
               started to cry. They weren’t quiet tears, either; he sobbed, his chest shaking, his face buried in his hands. It wasn’t the diner itself—although it stirred memories of breakfast outings
               with his parents; happy days indeed—but the confirmation that nothing could last forever. From dads to diners, the laughter
               would end, the burners would be switched off, and the dust would gather.
            

            
            It was too much, particularly with everything else Anthony was going through. He wiped his eyes, picked up his phone, and
               did what any scared and sad boy would do: He called his mom.
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            “Baby, are you okay?” It was the first thing she said. She knew—she just knew. Maybe it was the lateness of the hour, but Anthony didn’t think so. Moms had a telepathy when it came to their kids, especially if they were in crisis. It traveled, too; one thousand miles was no distance, evidently. 

            
            “Yeah, I’m . . .” Amid the lies in his mind he found a single truth and seized it. “I knew this time of year would be hard.
               First Thanksgiving without Dad, you know? It was his favorite holiday.”
            

            
            “Yeah,” his mom said at the end of a hitched breath. Anthony imagined her fanning her eyes with her free hand. “It’s going
               to be a tough couple of days. I’m here if you need to talk. A phone call away.”
            

            
            “I know.”

            
            “I’ll always be here for you.”

            
            Anthony looked at the dark outline of the diner. More tears welled in his eyes, and he palmed them away. “We’d be packing
               up to go to Uncle Monte’s now. That drive down the coast, Motown playing on the stereo.”
            

            
            It was a family tradition: Thanksgiving Eve, a 360-mile drive from Merrick to Boca Raton, taking State Road A1A most of the
               way, not the quickest route but the prettiest. Dad would spin tracks off his Motown playlist (it had been his CDs and his
               cassettes before that) and they would all sing along. It wouldn’t end there. After the barbecued pork shoulder and the football
               game, Dad and his brothers—Monte, Kris, and Efrem—would do their Four Tops bit, making the whole family laugh and cheer. Dad
               was always Levi Stubbs, of course. He was the best dancer and the best singer.
            

            
            “Your dad had such a great voice,” his mom said, no doubt replaying the same memories. She sang a few bars of “Baby I Need
               Your Loving” and Anthony felt it in his heart. It hurt but it was good.
            

            
            “I always liked ‘Sugar Pie Honey Bunch,’” he said.

            
            She sang a few bars of that, too, putting a little extra sweetness and verve into her voice, perhaps to convince him that
               she was holding up, despite everything. Anthony wasn’t buying it, though. Sometimes kids had telepathy, too.
            

            
            “There’s still time to come home,” she said a moment later. “Catch a flight tomorrow. If you think, you know . . . it’ll be
               easier.”
            

            
            “It’ll be harder,” he said, and while he believed this, he thought being home with his mom—eating turkey, watching football, maybe singing along to the Four Tops—wouldn’t be such a bad deal. “Don’t think I’ll get a flight this late, anyway.” 

            
            “Maybe not,” she said, her voice limned with sadness—or maybe it was hope. Sometimes, it was hard to tell. “I can check online
               if you want.”
            

            
            “I’ll tough it out, but thanks.”

            
            The clock on his dash ticked over to 10:00 and right on cue headlights appeared at the northern edge of Vineyard Road.

            
            “Mom, I gotta go.”

            
            “Yeah,” she said, and then with unmistakable hope: “You’re still coming home, right? Soon? It’s been more than three months
               already.”
            

            
            “That’s the plan.” He’d told her this before, on multiple occasions, never sure if it was a plan he would see through. This
               time felt different, though.
            

            
            “By Christmas?”

            
            “I think so, yeah.”

            
            The headlights expanded. They washed over the Happy Days Diner and Anthony’s car as Juice swung into the lot. His vehicle
               turned a wide half circle and pulled up close behind Anthony. Juice kept the lights on and the engine running.
            

            
            Anthony was about to say goodnight to his mom and hang up, but more memories swept through his mind. All the others had been
               Dad-centric, but these were focused on her alone: Baking cookies together and eating them while they watched A Charlie Brown Christmas; the strength in her arms when she lifted him as a child, and hugged him when he became too big to lift; the protective way
               she’d stood in front of him when an old drunk had approached them in Freeman Park, mooching for cigarettes.
            

            
            Anthony sighed. He felt exposed in the headlights shining through his rear windshield. His face was wet and cold.

            
            “I love you, mom,” he said.

            
            “Love you, too, kiddo.”

            
            He ended the call, thinking that his mom was showing the kind of strength that he ought to. He should put aside Self-Destruction for Dummies and take a page out of her book instead. First, though, he needed to navigate the counterfeit money situation with Warner as diplomatically as possible, and that process began right now: by picking up a pound of ice from Juice, thereby proving that he was a good and dependable worker. 

            
            Anthony tossed his phone into the passenger seat and got out of the car. The last two weeks, Juice had rolled up in a white
               cargo van. This vehicle was different—an SUV. Anthony couldn’t tell what make beyond the brightness of the headlights, but
               it looked big and expensive.
            

            
            He was emotional, tired, his instincts were dulled, otherwise the warning signs might have flashed a second or two earlier,
               giving him time to pull the Sig P365 from the waistband of his jeans. As it was, he watched numbly as the SUV’s rear passenger
               door swung open and Colm appeared. He grabbed Anthony, threw him over the SUV’s front fender—banging his face off the hood
               for good measure—and flex-cuffing his wrists behind his back. “You carrying, shitbird?” Colm asked, running hands over his
               body. He found Anthony’s piece, removed it, then tossed him onto the back seat of the SUV. The maneuver took fifteen seconds
               from start to finish.
            

            
            Colm climbed in behind him, unzipping his jacket and showing off the pistol—decidedly larger than Anthony’s concealed-carry
               Sig—tucked into its side holster.
            

            
            “Sit real quiet, real still, or I put one in your fucking leg.”

            
            Anthony groaned, rolling himself into a more comfortable position—or trying to; it wasn’t easy with his hands cuffed behind
               his back. The tight plastic cut into his wrists.
            

            
            Someone he’d never seen before was behind the wheel. He was as big as Colm but only half as ugly. Warner sat in the passenger
               seat. Anthony could see him scrolling through his phone in the reflection on the side window. Moments later, the exotic, controlled
               sound of flamenco guitar drifted from the speakers.
            

            
            “Warner,” Anthony gasped, leaning so far forward that his forehead touched the back of the headrest. “Warner, what . . . what
               the fuck is this about?”
            

            
            “We will discuss it,” Warner replied in a dismissive tone, “when everyone is present.”

            
            “Warner—”

            
            “Until then, button your fucking lip.”

            
            The SUV screeched out of the lot, lifting a cloud of dust that glowed red in the taillights. Anthony slid across the seat
               and bumped into Colm, who pushed him away and showed his pistol again.
            

            
            “If this is a scare tactic,” Anthony said. “It’s working.”
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            They drove for eighteen minutes, away from Black Ash. Anthony tried to get a sense of his location. The GPS on the SUV’s touchscreen
               had been turned off. They passed the twinkling lights of farmhouses and barns and a vast structure of illuminated grain bins
               standing in the night like something from an old science-fiction movie, then the road inclined and narrowed. Trees closed
               in around them. They hit a deer at one point—it came out of nowhere. The driver swerved but slammed into its hind quarters
               at close to forty miles per hour. There was a tremendous thump and everybody in the car jumped, even super-cool Warner. “Motherfucker,”
               the driver said, but he didn’t stop, didn’t slow down. Anthony twisted in his seat and in the glow of the taillights saw the
               deer dragging itself across the centerline with its back legs broken.
            

            
            A digital compass in the dashboard cycled between N and NW and W as the route they took meandered deeper into the backcountry.
               Anthony guessed they were somewhere west of Antelope Falls, maybe not as far as the Buzzard Hills Preserve but close. After
               several minutes without seeing anything man-made, not even a single distant light, the driver steered them off-road, taking
               a beaten track far too narrow for the SUV. It persevered, brushing through foliage. The sound of branches skating across the
               roof and windows was constant.
            

            
            Only life’s rough edges could abrade Anthony’s pain and grief, or so he’d believed. He had kicked open a door he’d consciously kept shut for most of his life—the same door his mother had in her soul—and everything inside had poured out. It had saturated, numbed, and corrupted him. Stepping through that door had led him here: these dark woods in the rugged Michigan landscape. At this point, in this place, Anthony feared there was no regress, and that here was where he would stay. Even if he survived this night—as of this moment, he had serious doubts—a part of his psyche would remain here forever. 

            
            Deny, deny, deny, Or maybe cry, cry, cry. Anthony closed his eyes and said a silent prayer to his father, which was mostly
               an apology.
            

            
            They reached a clearing where another SUV was parked. Its liftgate was up, and its headlights were on, shining deeper into
               the forest. The driver pulled up next to it and stopped. He turned off the engine but also kept his headlights on. A silky
               mist hung between the trees and Anthony could distinguish the shapes of men—two, three, maybe more.
            

            
            Warner and the driver opened their doors, got out, and started toward the men without a word. Colm yanked Anthony out and
               nudged him between the shoulder blades with the muzzle of his pistol. “Nothing stupid,” he said. The night air was bitterly
               cold, uncomfortable to the bone. The leaves crackled and hissed beneath Anthony’s sneakers. He heard another sound and soon
               placed it: a shovel slicing through dirt.
            

            
            Anthony froze. He lost his breath. Deny, deny, deny wanted to become run, run, run, but he knew that Colm would cut him down
               in half a second. He was ex-police, which meant he’d put his time in on the range. A moving target would present no problem,
               particularly one with his arms tied behind his back. Colm underlined this by poking him between the shoulder blades again.
            

            
            “Just gimme one reason, kid.”

            
            Anthony caught his breath and walked toward the sound of the shovel, weaving between the trees and ducking beneath branches
               on shaky legs. He caught up to Warner, the driver, and the other men, who stood in a smaller clearing, maybe fifteen feet
               wide. The men were armed, dressed in thick jackets and woollen hats. Their breath plumed in front of their faces. They stood
               around a shallow hole in the ground where Daran and Mardi were digging, coated with sweat despite the cold. Mardi worked a
               pickax through the semifrozen crust while Daran hooked the loose dirt out with the shovel.
            

            
            “What the hell?” Anthony said.

            
            Daran turned to look at him. He shook his head, confused and scared. He’d been crying.

            
            There was a snick as Colm snipped through Anthony’s flex cuffs, then tapped him on the back of the skull with his gun, just to remind him that
               sudden or stupid moves would not end agreeably. Meanwhile, Warner had grabbed a shovel from where it leaned against a tree.
               He stepped around the shallow grave and thrust it into Anthony’s hand.
            

            
            “Dig,” he said.
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            The ground wasn’t as solid or stony as Anthony had feared. Mardi and Daran were a foot deep by the time he joined them, and
               had removed most of the awkward, rimy earth. The hardest part was working with dread stacked on his shoulders and crammed
               down his throat. He remembered the late-night walks he’d taken when he first moved to Toledo—how he’d challenged the darkness
               and courted danger. His heartbeat had been everywhere, even outside his body: in the trees, the streetlights, the stars. The
               rush of adrenaline had felt like standing beneath a waterfall. This was danger of a different kind. It didn’t stimulate or
               heighten his senses. It consumed him.
            

            
            Daran whispered, “Yo, what the fuck is this about, man?” Anthony shrugged. It was all he could manage given the weight pressing
               down on him. He kept digging, striking rocks occasionally, excavating them with his bare hands, driving his shovel down, scooping
               out wet clumps of earth and flint, steadily deepening the hole. He caught Mardi’s eye every now and then, but Mardi would
               quickly look away. He’d switched the pickax for a shovel.
            

            
            “This good enough?” he asked at one point. The hole was four feet deep.

            
            “Not even close,” Colm replied.

            
            They continued, standing up to their ankles in groundwater, smeared with dirt and clay. Blisters formed on Anthony’s palms. They popped and formed again. Warner’s men looked on with blank expressions, mostly silent. When they did talk, it was inane: about football, grocery prices, the new iPhone. Their indifference was chilling. 

            
            Five feet deep. Mardi paused for a rest, leaning on the handle of his shovel. Colm held his pistol to the side of Mardi’s
               head. “Keep digging, scumbag. I want to get home before Thanksgiving.”
            

            
            “Gonna fuckin’ puke, bruh.”

            
            “The fuck do I care? Puke and dig at the same time.”

            
            Mardi kept going, one sloppy half shovelful after another. The bling around his neck clinked and flashed as he worked. Anthony
               picked up the slack, digging harder and faster. He sang “Sugar Pie Honey Bunch” just above a whisper, unaware he was doing
               so until Warner stepped to the edge of the hole and sang along with him. He had a nice voice but a nasty grin.
            

            
            “Keep going,” he said a moment later, inspecting their work with the flashlight on his phone. “That hole needs to be deep
               enough for two bodies.”
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            Warner stepped away from the clearing, heading toward the glaring lights of his SUV. His silhouette wavered in the mist. He
               returned a few minutes later with a revolver in his hand. Its frame was matte black and looked durable enough to support large-caliber
               rounds. Warner looked at Anthony as he opened the empty cylinder, gave it a showy spin, and closed it again gently.
            

            
            “Drew,” he said. “There’s blood on the front of my truck. Fur in the grille. Go clean it off.”

            
            Drew, one of the armed men who’d been there when Anthony arrived, said, “Shit. You hit a deer?”

            
            “Mm-hmm.”

            
            “Stupid fucking thing,” the driver added.

            
            “Not stupid at all,” Warner said. “It was doing what a deer does: move around at night, following its circadian rhythms. Stupid would be doing something it shouldn’t be doing. Crossing a lion, for instance. Am I right, Anthony?”
            

            
            Anthony didn’t respond.

            
            “Anyway, it needs to be cleaned,” Warner said to Drew, sliding the revolver into his jacket pocket. “It’s . . . unsightly.”

            
            This struck Anthony as odd. Warner couldn’t stomach a splash of deer’s blood on the front of his truck, but had no misgivings
               about killing and burying people in the middle of the woods? It was a dubious ethic, even for someone as complicated as Warner.
               A faint hope flickered in Anthony’s chest. Perhaps this was a scare tactic, after all. Elaborate and cruel, but effective. It would also explain the men’s indifferent attitude. Anthony
               wondered if their guns were even loaded.
            

            
            This thought had no sooner entered Anthony’s head when the blade of his shovel struck something soft. He didn’t know what—the
               bottom of the hole was too dark and partially submerged by groundwater. A tree root, probably. He hacked at it again, then
               reached down to pull it free. It was only when he felt the knuckles and finger bones that he realized it was a human hand.
            

            
            Anthony jerked backward and fell against the opposite side of the grave. The notion that this was some brutal intimidation
               strategy, along with any modicum of hope that Anthony had found, was gone in an instant.
            

            
            He looked up, directly into Warner’s eyes, and understood that this was where the lion came to feed.
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            They finished digging some minutes later, maybe as many as thirty. Time had no constancy in this terrible place. Sometimes
               it dripped, sometimes it poured. The hole—the grave—was asymmetrical, narrower at one end, almost seven feet at its deepest point. Warner’s men helped drag Anthony, Daran, and
               Mardi out and gave them a moment to recover. They lay shuddering on the ground with their blistered hands curled into their
               chests. One by one, they rose to their feet.
            

            
            Warner walked between them, his hands in his pockets, his breath misting from his mouth and nose. He had mud on the soles of his shoes but was otherwise immaculate, in contrast to Anthony, Daran, and Mardi, who looked like they’d been recovered from a landslide. 

            
            “Gentlemen,” Warner said. “Let’s talk.”

            
            Anthony and Mardi looked at each other from opposite sides of the hole, too exhausted for reproach. Daran stood to Mardi’s
               left, his head down and his knees sagging. Anthony had only known him for three years. They’d met playing ball at Freeman
               Park and hit it off immediately, despite their differences—maybe because of them. Daran had been fresh, hard, and real. He had edges. Now, standing above what might be his grave, he looked worn and small. Everything vital was gone.
            

            
            “It’s difficult to find good, honest people in this line of work,” Warner started. He walked clockwise around the grave, pausing
               to look at Anthony, Daran, and Mardi as he passed them. “They say there’s no honor among thieves, and in my experience that’s
               very true. I’ve always said—and Colm can back me up on this—that I’d sooner have one loyal soldier than an entire battalion
               that I only half trust. Or can’t trust at all.”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Colm confirmed. “He says that all the time.”

            
            “One loyal soldier.” Warner held up one perfectly steady finger. “That’s what I’m looking for tonight.”

            
            Daran stood up straighter and lifted his chin. He looked at Anthony through the mud, sweat, and tears on his face. “You know
               what this is about?”
            

            
            “No,” Anthony said.

            
            Warner stopped mid-stride and looked at them both, studying their expressions for deception cues, perhaps—something Anthony
               did often and was good at. He hoped this gave him a talent for hiding the truth, too. Ribbons of frosty breath plumed from
               Warner’s nostrils as he continued toward Daran. He stopped in front of him and placed a hand on his shoulder.
            

            
            “Daran, right?”

            
            “Yeah.” Daran nodded. A tear cut through the dirt on his cheek.

            
            Warner swiveled at the waist and hooked a thumb in Anthony’s direction. “He says he doesn’t know what this is about. Do you believe him?” 

            
            “I don’t know,” Daran replied

            
            “Hmm.” Warner looked at each of them again, then continued clockwise around the empty grave. As he passed Anthony, he cast
               him a deprecatory stare and said, “No trust among thieves, either.”
            

            
            “We’re not thieves,” Anthony insisted. Deny, deny, deny.

            
            Warner ignored him. He watched his feet as he walked, stepping carefully between the drifts of earth around the hole and a
               cluster of exposed roots. He stopped close to Mardi. They were the same height but different in just about every other way.
            

            
            “How about you, Mardi?” Warner asked. “Do you know what this is about?”

            
            “The fake money, I guess,” Mardi replied. He grimaced. There was dirt on his teeth. “That ain’t on us, bruh. It’s those mo’fuckin’
               meth heads. I told that bitch we can’t check every bill.”
            

            
            Warner nodded—an agreeable gesture, but his eyes brimmed with malice and his chest was pumped. Something called deep in the
               woods. Anthony didn’t know what. A coyote, perhaps. It was unnerving, in any case.
            

            
            “Where do you live, Mardi?” Warner asked.

            
            “Huh?”

            
            “It’s a simple question.” Warner stepped a little closer to him. “In which city do you reside?”

            
            “Oh, right . . . T-Town.”

            
            “Excuse me?”

            
            “Toledo.”

            
            “And you, Daran?” Warner glanced over at him. “Do you live in Toledo, too?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “So you all live in Toledo?” Warner looked at each of them in turn. He knew the answer, but this was all part of his intimidation
               process. Anthony didn’t respond but Daran and Mardi did, nodding wearily.
            

            
            Silence followed, broken by a breeze through the treetops. They creaked and shivered as a terrible thought gusted through Anthony’s mind: If he ended up being buried in that hole, his mom would never know what had happened to him. She would investigate, of course—she was a homicide detective—but would get no answers. Dana might crack and provide a few clues, but not enough to penetrate Warner’s influence and connections. He would continue to drive his fancy cars and play flamenco guitar, and Anthony would remain buried in the woods, never to be found despite his mom’s tireless efforts. 

            
            The not knowing would kill her.

            
            “If only you hadn’t been so damn greedy,” Warner said. He clicked his tongue and shook his head, more like a disapproving
               parent than a psychotic drug dealer. “If you’d introduced the counterfeit money in small amounts—forty, sixty dollars, say—it
               wouldn’t have raised any red flags. Granted, it would’ve taken you longer to switch it all out, but you wouldn’t be in this
               position now.”
            

            
            Mardi hoicked his muddy jeans up and rolled his bony shoulders. “They think it was us, Ant.”

            
            “Shut the fuck up, Mardi,” Anthony said.

            
            “Yo, fuck this,” Mardi said. He spat on the ground and started to walk away—or stagger, more like; his legs were spent. He
               didn’t get far: Five rock-faced men pointed five heavy handguns at him. Even the driver had whipped a semiauto from inside
               his jacket. (Warner kept the revolver in his pocket, however.) Mardi raised his hands and retreated to where he’d been standing.
               His jaw started to quiver.
            

            
            Warner looked at him disdainfully for a moment, then continued:

            
            “Colm here is a former police officer. He spent seven years patrolling the streets of Detroit and another ten in the special
               victims unit. He still has a lot of contacts in law enforcement.” Warner nodded at Colm and gestured with his hand, indicating
               that the floor was his.
            

            
            The big ex-cop returned his pistol to its holster and stepped forward. His voice was louder than Warner’s. “First off, you
               all are some stupid motherfuckers. That much bad paper, and only in your neighborhood? Do it once, and you’re marked as suspects. But twice? That’s some America’s Dumbest Criminals shit right there.”
            

            
            A couple of the other men laughed at that. Even Warner cracked a smile. Anthony wasn’t smiling, though. He stared fiercely
               at Mardi, knowing the emotion—the deception cue—was showing on his face but unable to hold it back. It was all he could do
               to keep from leaping across the hole and strangling Mardi to death.
            

            
            “This is bullshit, bruh,” Mardi said.

            
            “Is it?” Colm approached Mardi. He stooped at the knees and stared him dead in the eye, their noses almost touching—an intimidation
               tactic that both of Anthony’s parents had used on him the past. He’d buckled immediately. Mardi didn’t, though.
            

            
            “Yo, show me some proof,” he said.

            
            “We don’t need proof to interrogate you, dipshit,” Colm said. He grinned and gave Mardi’s left cheek a couple of light but
               unaffectionate slaps. “We just need probable cause.”
            

            
            The strength went out of Daran’s legs. He first slumped, then fell to one knee. Anthony thought he was going to topple forward,
               perhaps over the mound of excavated dirt and into the hole, but one of Warner’s men—Drew, who’d cleaned the remnants of dead
               deer off the front of Warner’s SUV—stepped forward, grabbed the back of Daran’s hoodie, and hoisted him to his feet.
            

            
            “Up and at ’em, spaghetti legs,” he said.

            
            More snickering from the men. Colm’s grin widened. He stepped away from Mardi and started circling the grave clockwise, like
               Warner.
            

            
            “The fake bills you delivered use thirty different serial numbers. That’s better than all of them being identical, of course,
               but the shade of green used for the serial number is darker than the green used for the Treasury seal.” Colm stopped circling
               to brush dirt from the front of his jacket. He’d clearly gotten a little too close to Mardi. “I had a call in with a former colleague and followed up this evening, shortly after you dropped off your take. It turns out that a sizable cache—$114,000 in counterfeit twenties, all with the same thirty serial numbers in the same darker shade of green—was recently seized at a house in . . . guess which city?” 

            
            “I’ll give you a clue,” Warner said. “It begins with the letter T.”
            

            
            “There were two arrests: Dan Bellamy and Spencer Shewen.” Colm stopped in front of Mardi but kept his distance this time.
               “Those names mean anything to you, Mardi?”
            

            
            “Maybe,” Mardi grunted.

            
            “Associates of yours?”

            
            “Not exactly.” Mardi raked fingernails through his dirty stubble and sneered. “We met at Lorain.”

            
            “Yeah, you did, and my friends at TPD assure me you’ve worked together since.” Colm looked from Mardi to Daran, then to Anthony.
               He smiled smugly and spread his hands, like a lawyer wrapping his closing argument. “And that connection—shit, even just the
               fact that the counterfeits originated in Toledo and surfaced in your territory . . . that’s probable cause.”
            

            
            Anthony lowered his eyes—another deception cue. Colm’s reasoning was tough to argue with, though. Inwardly, he berated Mardi
               again. Himself, too. His guilelessness, his stupidity. He should have known better.
            

            
            “So here we are,” Warner said.

            
            One side of the grave partially caved, two hundred plus pounds of dirt sloughing away in slow motion, hitting the bottom with
               a vigorous splash. At the same time, the coyote—or whatever it was—called again, and some small, frightened animal crashed
               through the underbrush nearby.
            

            
            “Anybody want to confess?” Warner ventured. His tone was as cool as ever, but the anger in his eyes could not be disguised.

            
            Nobody wanted to confess.

            
            “Buncha fucking cowards,” Colm observed.

            
            “Mm-hmm.” Warner looked at them carefully but couldn’t take much from their wearied expressions. “Does anybody deny being
               involved?”
            

            
            “Me,” Daran said.

            
            “Me,” Mardi said.

            
            Warner cocked his head and stepped toward Anthony with questioning eyes.

            
            “Nothing to do with me,” Anthony said.

            
            Warner clearly didn’t believe him. He shook his head and sneered. “I thought you were a lion.”

            
            “I am.”

            
            “You’re a li-ar.” Warner held a finger up to Anthony’s face, then swung around and pointed at Mardi. “Or maybe he’s the liar.” The finger switched to Daran. “Or him.” Warner flashed an exasperated smile and threw his hands up in the air.
               “Until someone confesses, it’s impossible to say.”
            

            
            Daran’s legs dipped again but this time he kept himself upright. His eyes met Anthony’s across the grave, full of fear and
               bewilderment. Anthony couldn’t bear to look at them. They reflected his cowardice, failure, and stupidity all too clearly.
               He stared at his muddy sneakers instead.
            

            
            “I only need one of you, though. One loyal solider.” Warner started to circle again, like a hawk getting ready to swoop down on his prey.
               “That’s why the hole is big enough for two.”
            

            
            Mardi grunted and curled his lip. “He just tryna scare us.”

            
            “Wrong. I have no interest in scaring you. That would be a waste of time and energy. What I want is to establish loyalty.”
               Warner completed his second orbit of the grave, then stopped and looked at Mardi. “So how about it, Mardi? Are you going to
               show your value by pointing out the guilty parties?”
            

            
            “I ain’t no fuckin’ snitch,” Mardi said.

            
            Colm stepped up behind Mardi. He drew his pistol, aimed it at the back of Mardi’s skull, and pulled the trigger. It was a
               swift, fluid motion, performed without hesitation or qualm. The bullet ripped through Mardi’s brain and exited just beneath
               his right eye, removing most of his face on that side, teardrop tattoos and all. The force of the shot propelled him forward.
               He took a couple of creepy, jerking steps—already dead—before crumpling to the ground.
            

            
            The report shook the treetops and enveloped Anthony’s startled cry. In its aftermath, he heard the branches clattering as the animals nesting there scattered. Daran stood locked to the spot with his eyes wide and his jaw hanging. If not for the rapid movement of his chest, Anthony might think he had stopped breathing. 

            
            “As a rule, I don’t enjoy killing people,” Colm said, returning the pistol to its holster. “But that was incredibly satisfying.”

            
            “I can imagine,” Warner said. He looked from Mardi to the two men still standing. “Anthony, Daran . . . put him in the hole.”

            
            They didn’t move. Anthony, for his part, couldn’t. There was a momentary disconnect between his brain and his limbs. Mardi’s ruined face was turned toward him, his hair fluttering
               in a way that was both nonchalant and macabre.
            

            
            Colm produced his pistol again. He didn’t aim but switched the sights between Anthony and Daran. “Put him in the fucking hole.”

            
            This got them moving. They stumbled forward. Anthony fell to his knees—that disconnect hadn’t quite repaired itself—and half
               crawled toward Mardi. He grabbed the back of his hoodie and beneath one arm. Daran took his legs. They tried to lift but couldn’t.
               Instead, they dragged Mardi over the roots and dead leaves and onto the mound of dirt beside the grave. Mardi’s head flopped
               this way and that. Blood poured from the gaping exit wound like an overturned can of red paint. Anthony and Daran inched Mardi
               up the mound and rolled him down the other side. He dropped into the hole and landed with a soupy thud.
            

            
            Daran leaned over and retched. Threads of snot swung from both nostrils. Anthony managed to catch his breath. He picked himself
               up and stared hatefully at Warner.
            

            
            “All of this over a couple thousand bucks?” He wiped his hands down the front of his hoodie and shuddered. “You drive an Aston
               Martin and live in a fucking mansion.”
            

            
            “It’s not the money, Anthony. It’s the treachery, the deceit, that needs to be punished. And in the process, we establish loyalty.” Warner peered into the grave. He looked quite pleased
               with himself. “Whoever survives this night will never steal from me again.”
            

            
            Daran retched again. Nothing came up. He dragged a hand across his nose and forced himself upright—or as near to upright as he’d been since they’d finished digging the grave. He breathed wheezily. His eyelids flickered. 

            
            “I want to go home,” he said.

            
            “Daran?” Warner clapped his hands, getting Daran’s attention, then pointed into the hole. “Tell me, what were his final words?”

            
            “He said . . . he . . . he . . .” Daran blew out his cheeks and shook his head. “He said he wasn’t . . . wasn’t a snitch.”

            
            “Right, which revealed two things. Number one, he was withholding information, which means, at a minimum, that he was complicit.
               Number two: there’d be nothing to snitch about if you two were innocent, which tells me that one of you, at least, is not.”
            

            
            Anthony and Daran looked at each other again—tired, frightened, burning stares. Daran said, “What the fuck, man?” Anthony
               lifted his jaw and shook his head.
            

            
            “So,” Warner said, resuming his walk around the now partially occupied grave. “I’ll ask one more time: Do either of you want
               to confess?”
            

            
            They breathed through gritted teeth and wavered on their feet but neither man spoke. Warner gave them a full minute, two complete
               rotations of the grave, then sighed disappointedly and removed the revolver from his pocket.
            

            
            “Okay,” he said. “We’ll let fate decide.”

            
            Anthony frowned. He had no idea what this meant. It was only when Warner took a single bullet from his other jacket pocket
               that it all became horribly clear.
            

            
            “Last man standing gets to go back to work,” Warner said. He opened the revolver’s cylinder, slotted the bullet into one of
               the six empty chambers, and spun the mechanism with the side of his thumb. It turned smoothly, with a low purring sound. “Of
               course, you may not want to work with me after this, and that’s totally fine. I have a feeling you’ll be a more loyal person, though, wherever you
               end up working. More grounded and honest. In many ways, I’m doing society a favor.”
            

            
            Anthony looked from the revolver, to Warner, to Daran, then back to the revolver. He repeated this pattern several times in rapid succession, his mind similarly jumping from point to point. Should he confess? Run? Grab a shovel and fight? He was exhausted, incapable of rational thought, but knew that each of these options guaranteed his death. The only one that didn’t, as far as he could deduce, was this game of chance with Warner, where the odds were fifty-fifty. 

            
            Daran tried to run. He managed three clumsy steps and fell. The driver picked him up (again) and held him in position. Warner closed the
               revolver’s cylinder, cocked the hammer, and pressed the muzzle to the side of Daran’s head.
            

            
            “No,” Daran said. His jaw swung loosely. Tears splashed onto his cheeks. “Please . . . no . . . please . . .”

            
            Warner looked at Anthony as he pulled the trigger.

            
            Click.
            

            
            Daran flinched, then started to sob. Relief. Terror. Misery. It was all there. Warner cocked the hammer again and walked around
               the grave to Anthony.
            

            
            “This is fucked up, Warner,” Anthony said. “Come on, man. We can figure this out.”

            
            “The last time I did this, it ended on the first trigger pull,” Warner said, touching the muzzle to Anthony’s right temple.
               “Queenie Slater survived. She was pure dirt back in those days but would lay her life down for me now.”
            

            
            Anthony leaned away from the revolver. Colm clamped the back of his neck in one hand and kept him in place.

            
            Warner pulled the trigger.

            
            Click.
            

            
            Anthony jerked. A weak scream crackled in his throat. He felt a rush of relief as well as an aberrant, fatalistic despair
               that the nightmare would continue.
            

            
            “Loyalty,” Warner said. He stared at Anthony for a moment, then cocked the hammer and stepped to the head of the grave. “Look
               at the person opposite you. Your friend. Your homeboy. Look into his eyes. Is he innocent?”
            

            
            Anthony did look into Daran’s eyes. He saw the times they’d shared: the double-dates, the parties, the ball games, the late nights cruising on Broadway back home, the risks they’d taken, the rewards they’d shared. He was about to admit to everything, then thought of his mom—her broken heart, her pursuit for answers . . . for closure. 

            
            Warner swaggered over to Daran with the cocked revolver held high, like some wild cowboy, and locked the tip of the barrel
               to his left cheekbone.
            

            
            “If your friend is innocent,” Warner continued, “and if he takes the one and only bullet in this gun, is that something you can live with?”
            

            
            No, it was not. Anthony opened his mouth to confess his part in this, but no words came out. Everything was jammed in his
               throat.
            

            
            Warner pulled the trigger.

            
            Click.
            

            
            Daran screamed. He would have fallen again if the driver wasn’t holding him up. Warner took an exhilarated breath, flaring
               his nostrils, waiting a beat—unnecessarily amping the tension—before cocking the hammer for a fourth time. He started toward
               Anthony.
            

            
            “I’ve pulled the trigger on three empty chambers,” he said, placing the muzzle exactly where he had before—in the hollow of
               Anthony’s right temple. “That means there’s a one in three chance that this will be the one.”
            

            
            He pulled the trigger.

            
            Click.
            

            
            Colm howled, a wildly euphoric sound. The other guys were enjoying the spectacle just as much, judging by the way they looked
               at each other and showed their teeth. Warner displayed his inner cool, but he was charged, too. Anthony heard the slightest
               tremor in his voice.
            

            
            “One in two now,” he said, and pulled the hammer back slowly. “Fifty-fifty. One way or another, the next trigger pull decides
               who lives and who dies.”
            

            
            He let the miserable truth of this hang in the air. It clouded visibility and usurped what little oxygen remained. Anthony spluttered and blinked. He looked at his tormentor, trying to ignore what his eyes were seeing—a psychogenic effect of whatever stress hormones were pouring through his system: Warner’s groomed, handsome head had been replaced by that of a lion. His long mane rippled in the breeze and his teeth were huge. Anthony tried to shake the hallucination away, but it persisted. He watched as the lion, immaculately dressed, stepped around the grave and pointed the revolver at Daran’s head. 

            
            “Me,” Anthony blurted. It was more of a squeak than a word, pushed through his tight throat on very little breath. He restated
               it with more volume and emphasis. “It was me.”
            

            
            Warner lowered the revolver and looked at Anthony through narrowed eyes. It was him again, with his glossy beard and nasty
               grin: Warner Prince, who’d once starred in a movie with Bruce Willis and now ran a modest methamphetamine racket in Michigan.
               The lion’s head was gone but its ferocity was still there.
            

            
            “Daran had nothing to do with it,” Anthony continued. With the admission out, he felt something shift inside him. He was too
               distraught to distinguish it, though. Relief, maybe, that he’d done the right thing, or that this would soon be over. “It
               was me and Mardi.”
            

            
            “Well, I knew he was guilty,” Warner said, gesturing toward the dead man in the grave. “But you? Oh Anthony, I’d hoped it wouldn’t be you.”
            

            
            Anthony nodded and lowered his head. “We ran a couple of jobs together. Delivering stolen iPhones and Macs—for Dan or Spencer,
               I guess. First time, all good. Second time, we got paid with the counterfeits. Twenty-five hundred dollars.”
            

            
            “Hmm, that sounds like a you-problem,” Warner said, stepping toward him. The revolver was still cocked. “How did it become
               a me-problem?”
            

            
            “Mardi said he tried taking the money back, but things got heated. Guns pulled, that kind of thing.”

            
            “Tsk-tsk,” Colm said. He’d let go of the back of Anthony’s neck but still had a fistful of his hoodie. “No honor among thieves.”

            
            “After that, Mardi had the idea to switch some of it with the Motor Park take,” Anthony said. He avoided Daran’s judgmental stare. Warner’s, too. He blinked tears from his eyes and looked at the treetops. “I didn’t want to, but Mardi said there was no way you could prove it came from us, not when we collect from so many meth heads and degenerates. He thought you wouldn’t even find it until later, after it was mixed in with the rest of the week’s take, then you wouldn’t know where it came from.” 

            
            “Jesus Christ, he really is a dumbass,” Colm said. He honked laughter, jerked his thumb toward the grave, and corrected himself.
               “Sorry: was.”
            

            
            “When Dana and Colm found the fakes, that was it, I was out. I said no more to Mardi.” Anthony remembered this conversation
               clearly. Mardi had gotten mad as hell—had called Anthony a lame-ass punk motherfucker. It had almost come to blows. “That
               second week, I counted and double-checked the money. Mardi tried slipping me a few bad twenties, but I weeded them out. I
               wanted him off the crew but didn’t have anyone to replace him with, and didn’t want to come in light.”
            

            
            Warner took the last few steps toward Anthony, his head cocked to one side, his finger off the trigger—for now.

            
            “And today . . .” Anthony went on, his voice rasping. “Today, I was stuck . . . stuck in Fort Wayne. I asked Daran to deliver
               the take, but Mardi did it instead.”
            

            
            “I was with my girl,” Daran said. Anthony looked at him briefly and detected a glimmer of hope in his big, wet eyes. “Mardi
               said he was going to Black Ash anyway.”
            

            
            “You know the rest,” Anthony finished.

            
            “Uh-huh,” Warner said. He touched Anthony’s face, tilting his jaw until their gazes locked. “I appreciate your honesty, Anthony.”

            
            More tears splashed onto Anthony’s dirty cheeks. He swallowed hard. These were the last seconds of his life, he realized.
               Dead at twenty-one, heartbreakingly young. The end would come quickly, but it had been a slow and intractable demise, beginning
               the day his father had died. That single bullet in Warner’s revolver was four and a half months in the making.
            

            
            “That was brave of you,” Warner continued. He used the edge of his thumb to wipe Anthony’s tears away. “Brave like a lion.”

            
            “Lion,” Anthony repeated. His heart was beating so hard.

            
            “Your treachery needs to be punished, though,” Warner said, holding up the revolver. Its black metalwork reflected soft patterns of light. “It was Mardi’s idea, but you were very much a part of the plan. A coconspirator, no less.” 

            
            “I’m not scared of dying,” Anthony said. He was, though. For all his attitude and disregard, and the edges he’d sought, he
               was very scared indeed. “I’ll see my dad. I know I’ve let him down, but he still loves me.”
            

            
            “I’m sure he does.” Warner held the revolver to Anthony’s head and looked at Daran. “Say goodbye to your friend, Daran.”

            
            Daran stood slack and silent, his mouth trembling.

            
            “Say it,” Warner roared.
            

            
            “Good-buh-buh-buh-buh . . .” Daran caught his breath and forced the word out: “Goodbye.”
            

            
            Warner removed the revolver from Anthony’s head, aimed it at Daran, and pulled the trigger. There was no click this time. The hammer fell on a loaded chamber, and the round—a .44 jacketed hollow point—flew across the clearing and hit
               Daran in the chest. He was thrown spinning to the ground, coming to rest in a loose heap at the edge of the clearing. He flopped
               and struggled for three or four seconds, clawing at the dirt with one hand. His eyes were bright with confusion.
            

            
            Colm let go of Anthony’s hoodie. He stepped around the grave, drew his semiauto, and plugged two rounds into Daran’s skull.

            
            “Good-buh-buh-bye, kid,” Colm mocked. It was particularly sadistic, and none of the men laughed.

            
            Anthony wavered on his feet. He reached abstractedly for Warner’s shoulder, needing the support, and Warner gave it. He went
               further, in fact, pulling Anthony into a tight embrace, patting him gently on the back with the hand still holding the revolver.
            

            
            “You put your friend’s life before yours,” he whispered close to Anthony’s ear. “There . . . see? I knew you had it in you.”

            
            The was a lot of blood on the other side of the grave. It was on the ground and the ferns and the hanging branches and it
               speckled Colm’s pleated gray slacks.
            

            
            Warner took a step back and again angled Anthony’s face until they were looking into each other’s eyes. “That’s exactly the kind of loyalty I need from you moving forward. Do you understand?”
            

            
            Anthony murmured something, not really a word. Nothing inside him worked. His lungs barely inflated, his heart pumped sporadically,
               and his mind flashed and sparked. If he were a car, he’d be spluttering to a halt at the edge of the highway.
            

            
            “Do you understand, Anthony?” Warner repeated, his voice louder and clearer.

            
            “Yeah,” Anthony gasped.

            
            “Good. That’s good.” Warner’s nasty smile returned. “Now . . . bury your friends.”

            
            Anthony nodded, as if this were a perfectly ordinary request. He wondered what part of this night would recur most often in
               nightmares. Would the gunshots wake him? The blood in the trees? Or the sound of the shovel hitting dirt?
            

            
            Warner, on the other hand, appeared entirely content with how this had all played out. He looked around the clearing, acknowledging
               his men, then turned on his heels and walked away. His silhouette melted into the light and mist. It had a surreal, fiendish
               quality—something borrowed from hell.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Morning Blue

         
         
            1

            Dana often wondered how different her life would be if she’d stayed in Avon Hill, if she’d suffered the ghosts and memories
               until they’d finally faded (assuming they would) and found something she could nurture—a life of growth instead of decay.
               Would she have always worked at the Big Soup, or realized her ambition of becoming a firefighter? Or perhaps she’d have met
               some big strong Jersey boy and had half a dozen kids, with baseball and soccer tourneys at the weekends, and summer vacations
               on the lake. Running away had distanced her from the memories of Trent Collier, but had it been the fix she’d been hoping
               for? For a while—the beginning of her brief time with Sugar Lee—it had been, but everything after that had been thundery and
               uncertain. It was difficult to believe that staying in Avon Hill could have been any worse.
            

            
            During her time in Los Angeles, Dana had come across a verse from Ecclesiastes that she’d found quite haunting: What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun. For some, this might be a hopeful message, but for Dana it was loaded with pessimism. Where were the fresh starts? The second
               chances? What was the point in running away when there was nothing new under the sun? It was only a Bible quote, of course,
               and the Bible—as much as Dana understood it—was replete with inane logic and archaic conceits. But something about this line
               rang true for her. Dana had not advanced her life or fortune in any notable way. She’d gone from one bad situation to another,
               which was one of the main reasons she hadn’t run away again.
            

            
            Dana lay in bed on Wednesday morning with these thoughts skating through her mind. She had stayed up late the night before, drinking red wine, walking the streets of Bozeman, Montana, on Google Earth, perusing its nightlife and restaurant menus, researching the median salary, cost of living, and apartment prices. She had looked at her own finances. There was $17,300 in her “In Case of Emergency” account—enough to get her up and running. The question was, would her life improve in Bozeman? Would she be reinventing herself, or looping around to retread old ground? 

            
            Her phone rang, pushing these thoughts from her head. The clock on her nightstand displayed 8:42 in big green digits. She
               was too groggy for conversation—as a rule, Dana didn’t like to talk to anyone until she’d downed at least two cups of coffee—but
               answered anyway. She thought it might be Anthony finally returning her call.
            

            
            It wasn’t. At least not exactly.

            
            “Am I speaking with Dana Lee?”

            
            “Who’s asking?” She hadn’t looked at the call display.

            
            “Officer Shannon Kornelsen, Black Ash police.”

            
            Dana sat up. Her heart plummeted.

            
            “I’m calling about Anthony Rivers,” Officer Kornelsen said. “Is that name familiar to you?”

            
            “Yes,” Dana replied. She massaged her chest with one hand. “He’s . . . he’s a friend. Is everything okay?”

            
            “We picked Anthony up this morning, sleeping on the back seat of his car at the old diner on Vineyard Road.” Officer Kornelsen
               paused, perhaps to peruse her notes or sip her coffee. Dana heard the station buzzing in the background. “He was covered in
               dirt. Emotional. He’s telling us he got lost in the woods, fell down an escarpment in the dark, and thumped his head on a
               rock. Then, somehow, he crawled back to his car—which I guess explains the blisters on his hands.”
            

            
            “Oh,” Dana said. She wondered what had really happened. There was no doubt in her mind that Warner was behind it.
            

            
            “We asked who we should call, and he gave us your name.”

            
            “Okay, yeah . . . he’s actually my best friend’s kid,” Dana said, and Carly flashed through her mind. Loving, trusting Carly. “She’s in Florida. Anthony hasn’t been in the area for long. I promised I’d keep an eye on him.” 

            
            “Do you know if he’s on any medication?”

            
            “No, I . . . I don’t think so.”

            
            “Recreational drugs?”

            
            “Not that I know of,” Dana said. This was the truth. Anthony sold meth but didn’t use it. She’d never even smelled weed on
               him.
            

            
            “Any mental health concerns?”

            
            Dana stopped rubbing her chest and cupped her forehead. It was too early for any of this. “His father died in the summer.
               It was sudden . . . traumatic. I know he’s been struggling with that.”
            

            
            “I see.” Another pause. The background noise was loud. No surprise: Black Ash’s police force always had something to do.

            
            “Should I come get him?” Dana asked. She was already getting out of bed.

            
            “He’s right here waiting,” Officer Kornelsen said.

            
            “I’m on my way.”
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            The waiting area in the lobby was standing room only, even on a Wednesday morning. One old fella with a black eye and his belongings in a garbage bag stared at the flag and recited the Declaration of Independence in its entirety. A woman sat on the floor breastfeeding her baby while a toddler ran in loud circles around her. Dana decided to wait outside, despite it being sub-thirty with snow in the air. She sat on the front step blowing into her hands (she had gloves on, but they were still cold). Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait long. Five minutes after signing a form absolving the Black Ash Police Department of further responsibility, Officer Kornelsen brought Anthony out to her. She was young, with intelligent eyes and a strong posture. Dana wondered if Carly had looked as keen and proper in her first years in a police uniform. Knowing Carly, she had. Anthony, however, looked broken. He’d washed the dirt off his face and hands, but his clothes were covered, and his bright white sneakers were not bright white anymore. His eyes were bloodshot. He stood hunched and diminished. Cowed was the word that came to Dana’s mind—a million miles from the cocksure young man who had shouldered his way into her life
               back in September. He’d told Dana he wanted to push the boundaries, get some life experience. By the look of him, he’d gotten
               more than he bargained for.
            

            
            Officer Kornelsen took Dana to one side and spoke in a quiet voice: “I have a hunch Anthony hasn’t been completely honest
               with us. If he remembers whatever happened last night in more detail, and if we can help in any way, please be in touch.”
            

            
            “I will,” Dana said. “Thank you, Officer.”

            
            “His car is still out by the diner.”

            
            “We’ll pick it up later.”

            
            Officer Kornelsen turned and walked back inside. Dana took Anthony’s arm and led him carefully down the stairs. He held it
               together while they crossed the parking lot to her car but fell to pieces once he was in the passenger seat with the door
               closed. He pulled Dana into an uncomfortable embrace and sobbed on her shoulder. She said nothing, just held him—didn’t know
               what to say, in any case. He smelled of dirt and sweat.
            

            
            At length, his tears all spent, Anthony extracted himself from Dana’s arms. He curled into a smaller shape and faced away
               from her, his head against the window.
            

            
            “You want to talk about it?” Dana asked.

            
            “Later,” Anthony said.

            
            She drove to her place.
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            “It’s not the most powerful, but it’ll get the job done,” Dana said, pulling the shower curtain back. The rings made a scraping
               sound that caused Anthony to flinch. “The water runs cold every four or five minutes. You’ve just got to wait it out. Sometimes
               thumping the wall helps.”
            

            
            Anthony nodded. He stood in Dana’s bathroom doorway wearing her bathrobe. Every now and then he would lower his head and curl his shoulders inward, shrinking away from whatever memories thundered through his mind. 

            
            “There’s a laundromat on the corner. I’m going to get your clothes cleaned.” Dana pulled a couple of fresh towels from a rack
               on the wall and placed them next to the sink. “While I’m out, I’ll hit the grocery store, grab some food.”
            

            
            “I’m not hungry,” Anthony mumbled.

            
            “You might change your mind when there’s a plateful of bacon and eggs in front of you.”

            
            Dana left him to shower. She picked up his dirty clothes and sneakers and dropped them into a laundry bag. Her phone chimed
               as she was putting on her jacket and gloves. A message from Warner. She read it three times.
            

            
            
               Anthony may be out of action for a few days, but he is now rehabilitated, closer to the worker I know he can be. I’ll have
                  Rook cover MP in the meantime.
               

            

            His blasé attitude sparked an angry little fire in Dana’s chest. She’d insisted that Anthony was not cut out for this work. There was no acknowledgment of this in Warner’s message, and certainly no apology.
               Dana stared at the screen, contemplating her response, then took a calming breath and slipped the phone into her pocket. She’d
               reply when she had a cooler head and more time.
            

            
            This brought Carly to mind, who had no idea that any of this was happening. Dana zipped up her jacket and groaned. This was
               something else she’d have to navigate later, but for now she didn’t want to think about it.
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            Dana upended the laundry bag into a machine and put it on a heavy-duty cycle: Forty-five minutes, which gave her time to pick up a few things from Del’s Friendly Grocery Stop (it wasn’t that friendly). She passed the Rumble Tap on the way back and dropped in for a shot of bourbon, which soon became two. The best thing about the Rumble Tap was that every inebriate leaning against the bar had a problem and none of them wanted to talk about it. Fine by Dana. She spoke to only the bartender—a total of four words. The bourbon took the edge off her anger, not by enough, but it would have to do. 

            
            She returned to the laundromat just as the wash cycle finished, then transferred the load to a dryer and dropped in six quarters.
               She sat in one of the hard plastic chairs and thought about how to reply to Warner’s message. In the end, she decided to keep
               it courteous but succinct:
            

            
            
               Ok. Thx

            

            Anthony was in the living room when she got home forty minutes later. He was sitting on the sofa with a towel around his waist.
               His skin was so clean it glowed, and the citrusy fragrance of her shower gel tinged the air. He stared at the blank TV screen
               with misty eyes and a slack mouth.
            

            
            “Here.” Dana said, setting the bag of freshly laundered clothes down beside him. “Tide’s in, dirt’s out.”

            
            Anthony cast a doleful look at the laundry bag, then turned back to the TV. A single tear rolled from his eye.

            
            “I’ll make us something to eat,” Dana said.

            
            “They killed him,” Anthony said.

            
            Dana had taken two steps toward the kitchen but stopped as if she’d walked into an invisible wall. “Killed who?”

            
            “Daran,” Anthony replied. “Warner shot him in the chest and Colm finished him off.”

            
            “Oh Jesus,” Dana said. A shiver ran between her shoulder blades. “I’m sorry, Anthony. I don’t . . . I can’t—”

            
            “I had to bury him,” Anthony said, scuffing the tear away with the back of one hand. “Mardi, too. But Daran didn’t do anything
               wrong. He was innocent. Warner killed him to teach me a lesson.”
            

            
            He told her everything, beginning with the stolen-goods job he ran with Mardi, getting paid with the counterfeit bills, and ending with Warner’s men dropping him back at his car at four in the morning. He was too exhausted and emotionally wrecked to drive, so he curled up on the back seat and went to sleep. The next thing he knew, blue and red lights swirled in the air and Officer Kornelsen was rapping her knuckles against his window. 

            
            Dana let him speak. She didn’t say a word. Midway through, she got him a glass of water, but other than that she sat in the
               armchair and gave him her full attention. He spoke for almost twenty minutes. It was a long time to talk, but so much of it
               was difficult for him to recount—to relive. When he finished, Dana topped up his water and filled a glass for herself. She wanted a third shot of bourbon, though. And
               a fourth for good measure.
            

            
            “Daran had his issues. He had a tough life. Did things he shouldn’t have.” Anthony sipped his water. His eyes were swollen
               again. “He didn’t deserve to die, though. Not like that.”
            

            
            It shouldn’t have sounded believable—digging their own grave in the woods, a sadistic game of Russian roulette—but Dana knew
               how malicious and vengeful Warner could be, and she believed every word. She was shocked, regardless, which had the benefit
               of blunting her other emotions: her fury and disgust at Warner, her self-loathing at being associated with him, and her frustration
               at Anthony for being so damned stupid. And there was something else, a bigger thing not so easily numbed: the knowledge of
               what she had to do, and the heartsickness that came with it.
            

            
            “Warner needs to pay for what he did,” Anthony said. He took another sip of water, holding the glass with both hands. They
               were still shaking.
            

            
            “In a fairer world, he would,” Dana said. “He’s connected, though, and he’ll have his bases covered. If you involve the police,
               it will end badly for you.”
            

            
            “The police?” Anthony shook his head. “There are other ways of getting to him.”

            
            Dana leaned forward in the armchair and spoke with grit in her voice. “Don’t go there, Anthony. That’s a dangerous road to
               walk.”
            

            
            He stared at the TV again, listless on the outside—shattered, even, but there was a light inside that burned harshly. It showed in his tight breaths and in the way his throat worked. Dana looked at him carefully, feeling she should say something else, but the right words wouldn’t come. With a boyfriend, she could move closer, hug and kiss—use her body to heal. Caring in this aunt-like way was a new challenge for her. 

            
            She stood up, lifting her jacket from the back of the armchair and the bag of groceries from the floor. “I’ll make us something
               to eat. You should get dressed.”
            

            
            Anthony didn’t move, didn’t respond. Dana made her way to the kitchen, put the radio on—needing the distraction—and cooked
               up a batch of bacon and eggs with toast on the side. Breakfast food at lunchtime, and she’d already had two shots of bourbon.
               It was that kind of day. She plated the food, put it on a tray, and took it out to Anthony.
            

            
            He sat in the same position, still staring at the blank TV screen, but had changed into his own clothes, at least—right there
               in the living room, judging by the damp towel on the floor. Dana handed him the tray.
            

            
            “You don’t have to eat it, but it might help.”

            
            Anthony took the tray, moved the food around, ate a few mouthfuls, and left the rest. Afterward, he curled up on the sofa.
               He was sleeping moments later.
            

            
            Dana watched him for a short time, thinking of photos she’d seen of him on Facebook over the years: family Christmases (the
               Rivers clan wearing matching sweaters and resplendent smiles), playing little league baseball, graduating high school. That
               happy little boy was somewhere inside the man. He’d been pushed into a corner and barricaded by grief and anger. Dana knew
               how cruel life could be, and how quickly everything could change. It had happened to her after Trent Collier, and again when
               she’d lost the baby with Sugar Lee. The descent into darkness might take only a second, yet the return journey could last
               years. The illogical physics of the soul.
            

            
            She got to her feet, trudged to the bedroom, dragging her heart behind her on a chain, the sick old thing. It clanged across
               the floor anchor-like, bumped into the door jamb, lifted the corner of the rug. Her phone was in her back pocket. Dana hooked
               it out and scrolled to Carly’s contact. It took her seven minutes to press the green call button.
            

            
            It rang once and went to voicemail. Maybe Carly was at work, arresting some perp—a drug dealer perhaps.

            
            Dana closed her eyes and held her breath. She left a message after the beep,

            
            “Call me,” she said. “We need to talk.”
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            Carly dislodged herself from Dana’s arms. During their long embrace she had wished for none of this to be real, and that when
               she looked there wouldn’t be a dead man lying on the kitchen floor next to them—a man that they had killed. The blood pooling
               across the kitchen floor, soaking into their clothes, had annulled this fantasy. Carly followed it with her eyes to the source.
               Trent Collier’s skin was as gray as pulped paper, and his tongue lolled from his mouth. Her switchblade knife was still buried
               in his temple.
            

            
            She looked at the clock on the wall. Five past nine. Approximately thirty minutes had passed since their fatal altercation
               with Trent. Faintly, she heard soul music playing in the house next door and the distant chug of a freight train. Beyond this
               nightmarish scene, the world continued as normal.
            

            
            Carly stood up. She ached. Her chest was bruised and her head thumped. She grabbed the stovetop to steady herself and looked
               around. The George Foreman grill, Muscle Milk protein powder, and the shards of two broken dinner plates littered the floor.
               And the blood, of course. So much blood. Carly closed her eyes, trying to give herself space to think. The next moments were indescribably important, and
               would need to happen one careful, calculated step at a time.
            

            
            “Carly,” Dana mumbled. “Car . . . oh my God, what . . . what are we going to do?”

            
            Carly opened her eyes. She staggered to the sink, ran the hot water, and washed the worst of Trent’s blood from her hands and face. It was a start. Dana had clambered to her feet. She stood, shaking and wounded, covered in blood. Carly went to her, and they embraced again. 

            
            “Carly . . . what . . . what . . .”

            
            “I know,” she said. “I know.”

            
            She did know. She felt every inch of Dana’s pain. She also knew that Trent was a malicious piece of shit who had verbally, mentally,
               and physically abused Dana since the beginning of their relationship.
            

            
            “We killed him.” Dana’s voice was very frail. “Jesus Christ, Carly. He’s dead. Trent’s dead.”
            

            
            “We did what we had to,” Carly said. The words felt cold coming out of her mouth, encased in ice, crackling in the air.

            
            “Did we have to kill him?”

            
            Carly remembered being underneath Trent, looking up and seeing him with a piece of broken dinner plate held above his shoulder
               like a knife. He wasn’t going to scratch her cheek with it. He intended to plunge it into her eye or throat, and would have if Dana hadn’t pulled the switchblade knife from between his shoulder blades and thrust it into the side of his neck.
            

            
            “We did what we had to,” Carly said again.

            
            Doubt clouded her mind, nonetheless. How did they get to that point? Could the violence have been avoided? Carly also remembered
               Dana telling her to leave so that she and Trent could talk it out. You go, she’d said. I’ll talk to Trent. I’ll be fine. Carly was never going to do that, of course, but what if she had? How different would it have been if she had followed her
               friend’s wishes and walked away?
            

            
            Carly pushed these thoughts away and the guilt that came with them. This was not her doing. Trent was at fault here. And besides, Carly had advised Dana not to return to the house to get her wallet. If Dana
               had listened, none of this would have happened.
            

            
            “What are we going to do, Carly?”

            
            Carly stepped out of Dana’s arms and looked at Trent. The blood had drained from his body, but so too had the meanness from
               his heart and the anger from his fists. He’d carried these faults in abundance, and with a kind of toxic pride. It was hard
               to imagine that Trent had a single decent quality.
            

            
            “I can tell you’re what we’re not going to do,” Carly said, standing up straighter. “We are not going to prison for this asshole.”
            

            
            “Prison?” Dana shook her head as if she’d misunderstood. She was still in shock.

            
            “We killed him, Dana. That’s a first-degree crime. We’re talking thirty to life.”
            

            
            “It was self-defense.”

            
            “It was two on one,” Carly countered. “Self-defense will be hard to argue.”

            
            “I’ve got bruises.” Dana showed the marks on her throat. “I didn’t do this to myself.”

            
            “You can’t prove that. And even if you could, a few knocks and bruises compared to . . .” Carly gestured at Trent’s brutalized
               corpse.
            

            
            Dana swayed on her feet as the seriousness of their situation cut through the fog in her brain. “I can’t deal with this, Carly.
               I can’t. I just fucking can’t.”
            

            
            Carly turned away from her, trying to think this through. Deep breaths. A slow count to ten. She envisioned stepping outside
               herself and viewing this as a detached observer—someone calm, practical, and cold-blooded. She looked around the kitchen again.
               So much blood. So much ruin.
            

            
            “We have to clean this up,” she said. There was a determined edge to her voice that she found quite reassuring. “We have to
               get rid of the body.”
            

            
            “What?” Dana shook her head. “How?”

            
            “I don’t know yet. We’ll figure that out.” Carly stepped over Trent’s splayed legs. She had the heel of one hand pressed to
               her forehead. “Listen, if Trent disappears he’ll be a missing person, not a murder victim. The police can’t prove anything
               without a body. And without proof, there’s no charge.”
            

            
            “No arrest,” Dana said. Finally, it was getting through. “No trial.”

            
            “No prison.”

            
            Something sparked in Dana’s eyes, there and gone in an instant. Not hope, perhaps, but a cousin to it. “He was into some bad
               shit. Drugs, I guess. He dealt back in Philly, and he was mixed up with some real dirtbags here. With any luck, the cops will
               think this has got something to do with them.”
            

            
            Carly nodded. With a lack of evidence, the local authorities would surely apply Occam’s razor: that the simplest solution usually worked out to be the correct one. Trent was a bad dude with connections to bad people. That was where all the signs would point. Who would suspect two twenty-year-old women who enjoyed watching Beverly Hills, 90210 reruns and listening to Destiny’s Child?
            

            
            “Will his friends report him missing?” Carly asked.

            
            “Probably not. Juiced-up jackasses.” Dana jerked her shoulders in half a shrug. “I mean, they might, eventually, but I can’t see them being immediately concerned enough to contact the police.”
            

            
            “Anybody else? His boss? His family?”

            
            “His mom’s in Philly. He spoke with her every couple of weeks.” Dana looked at the blood on the backs of her hands and her
               eyes widened as if she were seeing it for the first time. “She won’t assume anything is wrong anytime soon, and I can’t see
               his boss calling the cops.”
            

            
            “Then you have to do it,” Carly said, looking seriously at Dana. “It’ll be one of the hardest calls you’ll ever make, but you can do
               it. You get the story straight in your head and stick to it, no matter what.”
            

            
            Dana tucked her hands into her armpits and nodded.

            
            “Trent was supposed to come back Wednesday with his friends, right?” Carly asked.

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            “Okay.” Carly stepped to the other side of the kitchen, where there was less blood on the floor. “Maybe he called to tell
               you he was coming back early. That’ll line up with whatever his buddies say. You came here to wait for him—to kiss and make
               up after your fight.”
            

            
            “But he never showed up,” Dana said, jumping smoothly into the lie. “And when he didn’t come back on Wednesday, I started
               to worry.”
            

            
            “It’ll need some finessing,” Carly said, “but it’s a good start.”

            
            They looked at each other across the kitchen and Carly saw that brief spark in Dana’s eyes again—that cousin to hope. She
               recognized it because she felt it, too.
            

            
            “We have until Wednesday to get this place clean.” Carly shook out her arms, steeling herself for the arduous and unpleasant task ahead. “I don’t want it to take that long. Let’s work through the night. Let’s get it done.” 

            
            “Yeah,” Dana agreed. She lifted her jaw positively, squared her shoulders, then looked at Trent and slumped again. “What are
               we going to do with him?”
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            They looked for something to wrap Trent’s corpse in. Not a sheet. Too thin. Not a rug. The other guys would recognize that
               it was missing. Dana remembered the tarp covering Trent’s motorcycle and went outside to get it. She froze on the back deck,
               however, for a full minute, looking at the half-moon and wanting the breeze to carry her away.
            

            
            It was close to ten p.m. She heard voices in neighboring yards, the traffic on Union, faint music, a car alarm. The house
               next door was dark, and the Motown had been shut off. Nobody saw Dana as she edged along the side of the house to where Trent
               kept his motorcycle. She removed the tarp carefully, bundled it into her arms, and carried it back to the house.
            

            
            “Where do you want this?” she asked, bumping the back door closed with her thigh.

            
            “The living room, for now,” Carly said. She had a garbage bag in one hand and a broken piece of plate in the other. “We’ll
               clean as much of the kitchen floor as we can, then lay the tarp out and roll Trent into it.”
            

            
            Dana started toward the living room. She’d just reached the threshold when Carly stopped her.

            
            “Shoes,” she snapped. “Jesus, Dana. Don’t be tracking blood through the house.”

            
            “Oh, right.” Dana kicked off her shoes, stepped into the living room, and threw the tarp over the back of the sofa.

            
            “I found a bottle of Lysol under the sink,” Carly said. “There’s not much left, but it’s a start. Your think there’s a mop
               and bucket in this shithole?”
            

            
            “I’ll look.”

            
            There was a storage closet next to the downstairs bathroom. Dana opened the door and junk fell out: bags and boxes packed with unwanted clothes, dirty magazines, and VHS movies from the eighties. Behind these was a battered guitar case, a bicycle with one wheel, an extension cord tangled around an empty birdcage, and—in back, looking like they hadn’t been used since those movies were getting regular playtime—an old wooden mop and tin bucket. Dana clambered past the junk, grabbed them, and returned to Carly. 

            
            “Shit,” Carly said, examining the stiff, stringy mop head. “This will have to do, I guess.”

            
            “Run it under the faucet.” Dana put her shoes back on so she wouldn’t get blood on her socks. “It’ll be fine.”

            
            “We’ll need cleaning rags, too,” Carly said, gesturing at the blood-splattered countertops and cupboard doors. “Lots of cleaning
               rags.”
            

            
            “We can cut up some of Trent’s clothes,” Dana said. A ruthless and practical solution. “He won’t be needing them anymore.”
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            They mopped up the blood and protein powder on the floor, working around Trent’s body. It took a long time. Trent watched
               them through his one open eye—a milky, reproachful stare. He’d started to attract flies.
            

            
            “The floor has to be clean enough to lay the tarp out on,” Carly said, pouring a bucketful of bloody water down the sink.

            
            “What does it matter?” Dana asked. She was getting into the corners with Lysol and a cleaning rag. “We’re burying the tarp
               anyway, with Trent inside it.”
            

            
            “We’re not burying him in the yard or basement,” Carly said. “That’s too risky. We’re getting him away from this house, which
               means putting him in the trunk of your car.”
            

            
            Dana’s mouth dropped open. She looked as if this hadn’t occurred to her.

            
            “How else are we going to get rid of him?” Carly asked. “Call a cab?”

            
            “I wasn’t thinking that far ahead.”

            
            “He’s going in your trunk,” Carly said. She placed the empty bucket beneath the faucet and started to refill it with hot water. “That means the tarp needs to be clean on the outside. No blood. No DNA. I don’t think the police will have reason to look in your trunk, but if they do, and they find traces of Trent’s DNA, they’ll arrest you on probable cause.”
            

            
            Dana nodded. She squirted Lysol on the floor and scrubbed harder.
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            Their hands were sore. Their backs were aching. The clock on the wall read 11:29. Carly appraised the floor’s cleanliness.
               It wouldn’t hold up to forensic scrutiny, but it would do for now.
            

            
            “Get the tarp,” she said.

            
            Dana nodded. She removed her shoes again—they were still sticky with blood—grabbed the tarp from the back of the sofa, then
               she and Carly spread it out next to Trent’s stiffening corpse.
            

            
            “I don’t want to touch him,” Dana said.

            
            “I’ll do it.”

            
            Carly stepped forward and dropped to her knees. She took a moment to gather her nerve, then extended one trembling hand toward
               Trent. The first thing she did was remove her knife from his temple. It came out smoothly. A bright, quick trickle of blood
               followed it, inexplicably full of life.
            

            
            “Jesus Christ,” Dana said, turning away.

            
            Carly put the knife on the counter. “We’ll throw that in the river. Keep it separate from the body, just in case it’s ever
               found. Why tie two pieces of evidence together?”
            

            
            “How do you know so much about this?”

            
            “I used to watch Forensic Files with my mom every Tuesday night. America’s Most Wanted, too.” Carly pushed Trent’s bare legs together and yanked them onto the tarp. “In the U.S., the clearance rate for homicides is somewhere around sixty percent. That means four out of ten people get away with murder. Literally. They’re the smart ones. We’ve got to be the smart ones.”
            

            
            “You’d make a good cop.”

            
            “Never.”

            
            Carly pressed Trent’s stiff arms to his sides and shuffled position so that she crouched behind him. She slotted one hand
               beneath his hip and the other beneath his shoulder and heaved, trying to roll him. He was heavier than he looked—all that
               muscle packed into his squat torso. With considerable effort, Carly got him onto his side. The movement caused his head to
               flop backward and the wound in his throat opened colorfully. Dana turned away again. Carly pushed him from behind and Trent
               flopped onto his front. One more roll and he’d be fully on the tarp. Again, she tucked her hands beneath him—he was sticky
               with blood and cold—and lifted, managing to hoist him onto his left side and then tip him onto his back.
            

            
            “He’s not making this easy,” she said.

            
            “I can help,” Dana said.

            
            “In a second.”

            
            Carly dragged Trent farther onto the tarp, first by his arm, then his leg. It rucked up beneath him. She tugged the edge of
               the tarp to straighten it out, then folded it over him. He was covered now, out of sight, and that felt like progress. Carly
               sat back on the floor and drew reparative breaths into her lungs but not as many as she needed. Dana had stepped forward and
               looked at the covered body with her blood-streaked hair hanging in her face.
            

            
            “Let’s do it,” she said. “Let’s roll him up.”
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            It was easier with two. They reached under the tarp and used a lifting/rolling motion, managing to wrap Trent’s body three
               times before they ran out of space. Then they dragged him to the middle of the floor and rolled him once more.
            

            
            “We need rope, duct tape, electrical cord . . . something like that.” Carly used the bottom of her Garland Hotel blouse to wipe the sweat from her face. “Secure the tarp. Make it easier to carry, too.” 

            
            “Yeah,” Dana grunted. She kicked off her shoes—the blood on them was dry but better safe than sorry—and walked through the
               living room. She found it a touch disconcerting that Carly was handling this with such proficiency. It was another side of
               her friend, along with the dark guardian, that Dana never knew existed.
            

            
            She returned to the storage closet and the same shit fell out when she opened the door: the dirty magazines, the VHS movies.
               One of them was Maximum Overdrive. Dana had watched this with Trent when they started dating—it had been a late-night offering on USA—and they laughed from beginning
               to end. A happy memory. One of the rare ones. Dana put the movie back in the bag it had spilled out of and grabbed the birdcage.
               It took her several minutes to untangle the extension cord.
            

            
            “How’s this?” she asked, rejoining Carly in the kitchen.

            
            “Yeah. Looks good.” Carly nodded, massaging the back of her neck. “We’ll cut it into five pieces. Three short, two long.”

            
            Dana wondered drolly how many bodies Carly had gotten rid of, or how many she’d imagined getting rid of. For most people, the answer would be zero. This certainly wasn’t the case with Carly.
            

            
            She reeled out the extension cord and Carly cut it into five pieces using the sharpest knife she could find. Two were about
               ten feet long. The rest were between three and four. They tied the shorter pieces around Trent’s ankles, knees, and throat,
               cinching the tarp nice and tight. The longer pieces went around his waist and chest. The finished product looked like a prop
               from an old gangster movie.
            

            
            “Help me,” Carly said, and grabbed the cord around Trent’s chest. Dana took his knees. They dragged him into the living room
               so that they could continue cleaning the kitchen without constantly having to step over him.
            

            
            They rested for a moment. Dana took two glasses from a cupboard and filled them with water. She handed one to Carly.

            
            “We need a plan,” Carly said. She sat on the kitchen floor and drew her knees to her chest. Her skin was flushed and her blouse damp with sweat. 

            
            “I thought we had one,” Dana said. “We clean up. We get rid of the body. Am I missing something?”

            
            “No,” Carly said, and took a big gulp of water. “I’m just thinking about how we get rid of the body. Do we bury it, burn it, or throw it in the lake?”
            

            
            “Whatever doesn’t get us caught,” Dana said.

            
            “Exactly. And we need to do it at night, when there’s less chance of us being seen.”

            
            Dana joined Carly on the floor but lay flat on her back. There was blood on the ceiling, she noticed. The light fixture, too.

            
            “The lake,” she said. “The bluff the kids jump off. The water’s deep there.”

            
            “The Big Bad?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “I thought about that,” Carly said. “I don’t think we could throw Trent out far enough to clear the rocks at the bottom. The
               kids clear them, but they take a running jump.”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Dana said. She’d leaped off the Big Bad a few times in her younger years and knew what it took to do it safely: speed
               and velocity. She sat up, drank from her glass, and lay down again. Another idea occurred to her: “There are rowboats out
               by the docks. We can row him out to deep water.”
            

            
            “Those boats are padlocked to the docks,” Carly said. She’d clearly thought about this, too. “Even if we managed to break one free, we’d still have to carry
               Trent to the boat. There’s nowhere to park down there. It’s a fifty-yard walk, I bet, and doing it all in the dark . . .”
            

            
            “Okay,” Dana said. “Not the lake, then.”

            
            “I think we have to bury him,” Carly said, threading a hand through her hair. “Drive out to the middle of nowhere. Carry him
               into the woods. Dig a hole. No one will see us.”
            

            
            “I don’t have the energy to dig a grave,” Dana said, stating it with absolute certainty. “I don’t, Carly. I just don’t have
               it in me.”
            

            
            “Me, either,” Carly said.

            
            The two women were silent for a long time. Dana looked at the blood on the ceiling, content to let Carly come up with a solution. She was the expert, after all, although five seasons of Forensic Files had not prepared her for this situation.
            

            
            “Okay, one step at a time,” Carly said. She inhaled through her nose and puffed out her cheeks on the exhale. “Step one is
               to clean the kitchen. We scrub away all the blood and get rid of the evidence. It’ll take most of the night to do it properly.”
            

            
            “We need bleach,” Dana said.

            
            “Bleach stinks,” Carly said. “When Trent’s buddies get back from the city, they’ll smell it. It won’t make them suspicious
               right away, but it’s the kind of thing they might remember when the police start asking questions.”
            

            
            “We’re out of Lysol,” Dana said. She stretched her arms out on the kitchen floor and something in her lower back clicked.
               It felt pretty good. “So what do we use? Elbow grease and hot water?”
            

            
            “Yeah, but also hydrogen peroxide,” Carly said. “It’s the best thing for bloodstains. I’ll get some from home. My mom’s a
               cleaner, remember? She has half a dozen bottles in the garage.”
            

            
            Dana sat up and finished her water in one big gulp.

            
            “Step two: We go home and rest. Sleep . . . if we can, for as long as we can.” Carly nodded, satisfied, it seemed, with the
               way the plan was taking shape in her mind. “Step three: We bury Trent. We can do it tomorrow night, when we have more time
               and energy.”
            

            
            “Okay,” Dana said, although she didn’t think she’d ever have the energy required for such a terrible endeavor.

            
            “We just need to find a place to hide him until then,” Carly continued, and looked ruefully at Dana. “He may have to stay
               in the trunk of your car.”
            

            
            “Jesus Christ . . . for a whole day?” Dana shook her head. “No way. No fucking way.”
            

            
            “You want to leave him here? Maybe hide him under the bed? He’s going to stink, Dana. And what if Trent’s buddies come back a day early?”
            

            
            “He’s going to stink in my trunk,” Dana said. “I’ll never be able to drive that car again.”

            
            “That’s a problem for another day,” Carly said. She scooched across the floor, took Dana by the shoulders, and looked into her eyes. “Whatever doesn’t get us caught, remember? Whatever it takes.” 

            
            “Fuck.” Dana flared her nostrils and gritted her teeth. “Fuck.”
            

            
            “The smell will be mostly contained in your trunk,” Carly said. “Park the car in your driveway, in the fresh air. One day.
               That’s all. We’ll bury him tomorrow night.”
            

            
            Dana didn’t like it. Not at all. She couldn’t think of a better fix, though, so she nodded her head. Carly stroked Dana’s
               cheek, then pulled her into a tight hug. It emphasized how vulnerable they both were, yet it was exactly what Dana needed.
               She started to cry—not loudly, and only a few tears—but this got Carly crying, too.
            

            
            “We’ll get through this together,” she said. “Me and you. And we’ll never tell anybody. Not anytime. Not ever.”

            
            “Never,” Dana said.
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            Carly peeled off her sweaty, bloodstained clothes and showered, scrubbing her body until it was raw. She felt better afterward
               but still a long way from her usual self. It would take more than a hot shower to repair everything that was broken, but it
               was a step in the right direction. While Dana showered, Carly bundled their clothes into a garbage bag. She’d stash it at
               the back of her closet until Wednesday, when her parents went to their Bible workshop from six until nine p.m. Carly would
               get a fire going in her backyard and throw the bag on. She couldn’t think of a better way to deal with bloodstained clothes
               than burning them.
            

            
            She grabbed a Nike T-shirt and a pair of jersey shorts from Trent’s closet (its ruptured door standing open). Wearing his
               clothes felt horrible—she could smell him on them, despite them being clean—but he was a short dude, and they fit perfectly.
            

            
            Dana refused to wear anything of Trent’s. She looked in Holt’s closet and found a Trenton Thunder vest and a pair of basketball shorts. They were too big—Holt was five inches taller than Trent—but Dana was more comfortable wearing them. 

            
            “Holt will realize they’re missing one day,” Dana said. A tiny smile touched the corners of her mouth. “You think he’ll call
               the cops?”
            

            
            “Maybe,” Carly replied, and her lips twitched, too. “If they don’t get us for murder, they’ll get us for clothes theft.”

            
            They hugged again, because hugging was good. Carly’s grandma always said that nothing in life was easier and more rewarding than a hug, and Carly believed this was her
               greatest pearl of wisdom. She felt the thrum of Dana’s heartbeat and smelled men’s shampoo in her hair, probably something
               that didn’t remind her of Trent.
            

            
            “We need to keep going,” she said.

            
            Dana nodded. “I feel a little better after that shower. Not much, but a little.”

            
            “Yeah,” Carly said. “Me, too.”

            
            Dana stepped out of Carly’s embrace. Her nose wrinkled and she shook her head disapprovingly.

            
            “You smell like him,” she said. “You need to burn those clothes, too.”
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            Carly reversed Dana’s Corsica into the driveway, as far from the streetlight as she could get it. She returned to the house,
               then she and Dana hauled Trent’s body across the kitchen to the back door. It was easier work on the clean linoleum. Trent
               was heavy but they dragged him by the cord wrapped around his ankles and he came willingly.
            

            
            1:17 a.m. Dana and Carly walked through the house, turning lights off along the way. Wrapped in darkness, they opened the
               front door and stepped outside. Fielder Street was quiet but not silent. There were two cars parked at the Morgan Avenue intersection,
               three or four guys sitting on the hoods, talking, laughing. Their voices carried between the beat-up bungalows and Cape Cods.
               Vehicles passed intermittently. Fielder was on the AHPD patrol route. A black-and-white would roll through every half hour
               or so.
            

            
            “Now?” Dana whispered.

            
            “Give it twenty minutes, see if those guys go home,” Carly said, gesturing at the two cars on the corner. “I don’t think they’ll
               see us. They’re a block and a half away and we’ll be in the dark, but let’s not risk it.”
            

            
            They went back inside. Carly found a half-full bottle of Pepsi in the refrigerator. It was flat but cold and she thought the
               sugar might give them a lift. She and Dana drank it in the darkness, straight from the bottle. At 1:40 they went outside again
               in time to see one of the two cars driving away, south on Fielder. The other followed soon after.
            

            
            “Now?” Dana asked.

            
            “Wait,” Carly said.

            
            They waited exactly eleven minutes. A cruiser appeared and prowled down the street intently. Its window was open, and they
               heard the crackle of the police radio. It continued past Trent’s house and turned west on Morgan, out of sight.
            

            
            “Now,” Carly said.

            
            Back through the living room, into the kitchen, moving as quickly as they were able to on weary legs. Carly opened the back
               door wide and looked down at the makeshift body bag.
            

            
            “We need to carry him,” she whispered. “Dragging him will make too much noise.”

            
            “Sure,” Dana said. “I can try.”

            
            “If you need to set him down, that’s fine. But we need to do this quietly.”

            
            Carly took the heavy end. Trent was only five seven but a solid one ninety and most of that was muscle. That muscle didn’t
               disappear when he died. If anything, Carly thought, it got heavier. She bent at the knees and grabbed the cord that circled
               Trent’s upper back and chest. Dana did the same with the cord around his knees. They straightened up simultaneously, heaving
               Trent’s bulk up off the floor, then carried him onto the deck. They got as far as the steps before having to set him down.
               Carly stretched her legs and back. Dana rolled her shoulders and flexed her hands. Both took deep breaths. They lifted Trent
               again and this time got him out of the backyard and to the top of the driveway, twenty feet from the car.
            

            
            It took twelve minutes in total—longer than they’d anticipated. The hardest part was getting Trent into the trunk. They dropped him twice and had to stop and duck when a car passed. Not a cop, thankfully. 

            
            “They make this look so easy on The Sopranos,” Dana panted, flexing her hands again. The cord was cutting into her palms.
            

            
            “That’s because the mobsters doing the lifting are twice the size of us,” Carly said.

            
            The next challenge was closing the trunk. Trent’s knees stuck up, then his shoulder, then his head was hanging out. Dana and
               Carly pushed, pulled, and twisted. Dana used a rock to flatten his legs. They heard bones snapping. Carly folded down the
               back seat and yanked him from behind. Finally, Trent was fully inside with the trunk lid closed.
            

            
            “Jesus fucking Christ,” Dana whispered. She sagged against the car. Holt’s vest was gummed to her back with sweat.

            
            “Getting him out . . . will be easier,” Carly said, catching her breath as silently as possible.

            
            “Yeah, but then we have to drag him through the forest and dig a six-foot hole.”

            
            “We’ll rest before then,” Carly reassured her. “Sleep. Recharge. And it only needs to be a four-foot hole. Maybe five.”

            
            “I don’t know if I can do it.”

            
            “You don’t have a choice.”

            
            They staggered back to the house. Carly fell into the armchair and Dana curled up on the sofa. They closed their eyes but
               didn’t sleep. The clock ticked deeper into the early morning.
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            They didn’t realize how much blood there was until they were faced with cleaning every drip, drop, and splatter. It was most
               noticeably on the countertops, the cupboard doors, and the walls, but it was also on the refrigerator and the window blinds
               and the exhaust fan and even inside some of the cupboards. It was on the back door and the dirty dishes stacked beside the sink, on the appliances and stovetop, even beneath the heating elements and behind the control knobs. 

            
            “This is going to take hours,” Dana said.
            

            
            “Yeah, and after we’ve cleaned we need to get it dirty again, just so it doesn’t look suspiciously clean,” Carly said. She wasn’t joking.
            

            
            It was almost six a.m. by the time they finished what Carly called the first pass. They’d eliminated the visible blood but
               there were deeper stains, mostly on the walls and cupboard doors, that they couldn’t get out with elbow grease and hot water.
            

            
            “We need the hydrogen peroxide,” Carly said. “My parents will be out of the house by seven thirty. I’ll run home and grab
               a bottle from the garage.”
            

            
            “What do we do until then?” Dana asked.

            
            “I don’t know about you,” Carly replied, “but I’m going to take another shower.”

            
            They dropped the cleaning rags they’d used—having cut up six of Trent’s T-shirts—into the same garbage bag as their bloodstained
               clothes. (More fuel for Carly’s backyard fire.) Both women showered again and put the same sweaty clothes on afterward. Carly
               made coffee and they drank it on the back deck, watching the sunrise: a striking mosaic of burnt orange and pink.
            

            
            “It’s a sign,” Carly said.

            
            “What is?”

            
            “The color of the sky.” Carly closed her eyes and inhaled, as if she could breathe those rich tones into her soul. “It’s beautiful.
               How can you not have hope with a sky like that?”
            

            
            “Hope?” Dana echoed, but with a different intonation, turning it into a question. “To me it looks like the world is burning.”

            
            And soon, in a sense, it would be.
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            They waited until 7:40, just to be sure, then Carly drove them to her house. It was a Tuesday morning like any other: people queuing for buses, getting their morning coffee, clogging the drive-thru at McDonald’s . . . except it felt like everybody was watching them, that everybody knew what they’d done. Carly diverted off Raymond Boulevard, the quickest route, and took the backstreets instead. She focused on the road while Dana sat in the passenger seat with her head low. Trent’s body thumped in the trunk every time they hit a bump or pothole. 

            
            They arrived at 8:07. Carly was relieved to find the driveway empty. Her mom sometimes called in sick at work, even when she
               wasn’t (a “mental health day,” she called it). Carly started to pull in, then corrected herself and backed in, wanting the trunk with its incriminating cargo facing away from the road. It felt like there was a neon sign with flashing
               arrows attached to it.
            

            
            “You want anything while we’re here?” she asked Dana.

            
            “Like what?”

            
            “I don’t know. Something to eat? We got waffles.”

            
            “Not hungry,” Dana replied, opening the passenger door. “I just want to get this over with and go home.”

            
            Carly grabbed a liter bottle of hydrogen peroxide from her mom’s supply box in the garage, then she and Dana chose fresh clothes
               for when the job was finished. It took about five minutes, then they were heading back to Trent’s house. Again, Carly chose
               a quieter route, stopping at every four-way and making sure she didn’t clip any red lights. Dana said only one thing the entire
               way:
            

            
            “How can everything look so normal and yet be so broken?”

            
            Carly had no reply.
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            They finished cleaning at 9:10. The hydrogen peroxide worked well on the deeper stains. They went through the kitchen looking
               for a single drop of blood, checking both sides of the blinds, inside the drawers and cupboards, even beneath the refrigerator.
               Nothing. It was as clean as it was ever going to be—and cleaner than it had been in a long time.
            

            
            “It passes the naked-eye test,” Carly said. “I don’t think the police will be suspicious enough—or even care enough—to run a black light over this room, but if they do, they’ll find traces of blood. It’s impossible to get it all.”
            

            
            Dana ran cold water into her palms and splashed it onto her face. With her head still hanging over the sink, she said, “Do
               you really think we’ll get away with this?”
            

            
            “We’ve done everything we can,” Carly said. “Now we just get our story straight and stick to it.”

            
            “And get rid of the body.”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            Dana turned to face Carly. The cold water had done little to revive her. “Hey, so hear me out. I was thinking . . .”

            
            “What?”

            
            “Maybe I can get my brothers to help us. They’re strong, like in The Sopranos. They can carry the body. Dig the hole. And they’ll never tell anybody.” Dana sneered and puffed out her cheeks. “Michael
               fucking hates Trent.”
            

            
            “No, Dana. Absolutely not.” Carly blinked hard. Was Dana being serious right now? “We talked about this, remember? We can’t tell anybody what we did. Not ever. Not even ourselves.”
            

            
            Dana wiped her wet face and nodded.

            
            “Get it out of your head.”

            
            “Yeah,” Dana muttered. “Yeah, of course.”

            
            “Right now.”

            
            “It’s gone.”

            
            “Good,” Carly said, and so forcefully that her teeth snapped together. She took a moment to let the air settle. “Listen, I
               want to get out of here. I am so ready to go home and rest. We just need to give this kitchen a more . . . lived-in look. Throw some shit around, you know? I can do that. Why don’t you gather up anything you left here?”
            

            
            “Sure,” Dana said.

            
            “Half an hour and we’re done.”

            
            Dana wiped her face again and started toward the living room. That was when the telephone rang.
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            They both jumped. A broken scream escaped Dana and she slapped a hand over her mouth. They stared at the phone on the kitchen
               counter. It rang three times, then the answering machine in the living room kicked in. A moment later, Casey’s voice crackled
               from the speaker.
            

            
            “Trent, where the fuck are you, man? Did you go home? Holt said you might have gone home. I don’t know, man, but are you seeing this? It’s fucking crazy here, man. People are freaking the fuck out. Holy shit, man, it’s like the end of the world, or something.”
            

            
            Casey ended the call. There was a clicking sound and a beep. Dana and Carly stared at each other with questioning expressions
               on their faces.
            

            
            “He must be high,” Dana said.

            
            “Yeah,” Carly said, but there was a tone to Casey’s voice that she didn’t care for. It was . . . unsettling, not the jabbering of someone who was experiencing some kind of hallucination, but something real.
            

            
            Real terror.
            

            
            Carly paced forward. She grabbed the TV remote off the table and hit the power button. MTV came on—TRL with Carson Daly. Carly brought up the guide and flipped to CNN.
            

            
            “Oh my God,” Dana said.

            
            Both women sat down hard on the sofa. Not by choice. Their legs, already tired, simply folded beneath them. They watched the
               news unfold with inexplicable fascination and increasing horror. The importance of everything else, including Trent, momentarily
               drained away.
            

            
            It was 9:26.

            
            Thirty-three minutes later they watched the South Tower come down.
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            Dana grabbed the remote from Carly’s hand, pointed it at the screen, and turned the TV off. They stared at each other, but
               neither woman could speak for a long time.
            

            
            “All those people,” Carly said finally.

            
            Dana stood up but her legs were still wobbly. “We need to finish this. I don’t want to be anywhere near here. Not this house. Not this town. I just want to . . . fade away.” 

            
            She walked through to the kitchen. Carly followed her.

            
            “They don’t know where he is,” she said.

            
            “Huh?”

            
            “Trent’s friends. Casey called to see if he came home.” Carly gestured at the telephone. There’d been blood on the keypad,
               but they’d cleaned it off. “He doesn’t know for sure if Trent left New York.”
            

            
            “So?”

            
            “So . . . maybe he and the rest of the guys think Trent went missing in the city,” Carly said. She chose her words carefully, but there was an opportunistic edge to her voice. “Maybe the police
               will assume that, too. There are going to be a lot of people missing after today. A lot of distress and confusion.”
            

            
            Dana considered this for a few seconds, rubbing her brow. “Okay, but what if one of Trent’s neighbors saw him—spoke to him—yesterday? What if he got a taxi from the bus depot and the driver remembers bringing him home?”
            

            
            “That’s possible, but unlikely,” Carly said. “Jesus Christ, Dana, there are planes flying into buildings. This is bigger than anything we’ve seen in our lifetimes. It’s going to dominate everybody’s thoughts and conversations
               for weeks to come. No one will remember tiny, insignificant details from yesterday—it’ll seem like a thousand years ago.”
            

            
            “Maybe,” Dana said.

            
            “The bottom line: Trent’s boys think he might still be in New York.” Carly sighed, mostly with tiredness, but some of it was
               relief. “That takes some of the heat off here. And that’s good for us.”
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            They uncleaned, working together, making the kitchen look like it belonged to three young men who’d barely touched a bottle of Lysol in their lives. This involved, but was not limited to: cooking up some eggs and splashing yolk and hot fat onto the stovetop; spilling milk and crumbs—bread, potato chips, cereal, graham crackers—onto the floor; slopping coffee across the countertop and down the fronts of cupboard doors; dirtying up plates and bowls (the ones they had diligently scrubbed Trent’s blood off) with ketchup, mustard, egg yolk, pizza crusts, and peanut butter, then leaving them stacked on the countertop and in the sink. They partly filled mugs and glasses with coffee, orange juice, milk, and Pepsi and left them scattered on the various surfaces, and dripped OJ down the refrigerator door and across the linoleum. They even pulled trash out of the garbage can and placed it strategically around the kitchen. Carly dropped an old banana peel in the sink. 

            
            They were midway through this process when Dana froze, an empty egg carton in her hand, her head cocked, listening.

            
            Carly stopped, too, and looked at her. “What is it?”

            
            Dana waited a beat before answering. “It’s so quiet.”

            
            “In the house?”

            
            “Everywhere.”

            
            Dana tossed the egg carton onto the floor and walked into the living room. She looked out the window first, then opened the
               front door and stepped outside. Carly followed her. They stood on the top step in silence, looking both ways along the street.
            

            
            “Nothing,” Dana said.

            
            She was right. The sidewalks were empty. There were no neighbors sitting on their porches or mowing their lawns. No music
               played. No horns or sirens blared. Not a single vehicle passed. They did see a car go through the Morgan Avenue intersection, but only one in the five or so minutes they stood outside. And it wasn’t
               just this neighborhood. Dana and Carly could hear—feel—that the same solemn silence had fallen over the whole town, which meant that it was the same across all of New Jersey and the Northeast states, and probably the entire country. Dana imagined people on the West Coast waking up to the terrible news, listening to their radios, glued to their TVs, standing in shocked silence with their coffee mugs in their hands. The streets of America, from the chaotic, spaghetti-like freeways of Los Angeles to the rural, winding roads of Maine, would be emptier this morning. 

            
            “Now,” Dana uttered.

            
            Carly looked at her, frowning. “Now, what?”

            
            “We do it now.”

            
            “Do what now?”
            

            
            “Trent,” Dana whispered in reply. “The entire country is looking the other way, Carly. There’ll never be a better time to
               hide a dead body.”
            

            
            Dana went back inside. She’d been dragging her feet all night and into the morning, but there was a little more vigor in her
               step now.
            

            
            Carly was right behind her, elbowing the front door closed. “Dana, we’re both exhausted. Do you really want to drag Trent’s
               body into the woods, then dig a hole deep enough to put him in, and then fill it in again?”
            

            
            “We’re not burying him in the woods,” Dana said. “He’s going in the lake.”

            
            “The lake?” Carly said, trying to keep the exasperation out of her voice. “But we still have to lift him out of the trunk,
               carry him to the lake, put him in a boat—”
            

            
            “We’re not doing any of that,” Dana said. “Trent’s staying in the trunk.”

            
            “I don’t understand,” Carly said.

            
            “It’s simple,” Dana said, and a dismal smile touched the corners of her mouth. “We’re putting the car in the lake, too.”
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            They finished restoring the kitchen to a more normal state of slovenliness. Trent’s buddies would think nothing out of the
               ordinary when they returned home on Wednesday, and within hours would add to the mess. Eventually, someone would clean in
               a halfhearted way. Maybe Holt’s mom would do it. She sometimes came by with a meatloaf or casserole or something else she’d
               cooked.
            

            
            With this oddly meticulous job behind them, Dana and Carly showered for a third time, then changed into the clothes they’d brought from Carly’s house. Dana collected her things—her wallet, the makeup bag with SO CUTE written across the front, and the clothes she’d left in the bathroom and on Trent’s bedroom floor—while Carly grabbed the garbage bag filled with bloodstained clothes and cleaning rags. They exited Trent’s house via the back door, leaving it unlocked. 

            
            Dana drove this time. Carly sat beside her, remarking on how hushed and eerie the streets had become. Some businesses were
               still open, but the sidewalks and roads were much quieter than they should’ve been at 11:08 a.m. on a Tuesday morning. Dana
               flicked the radio on. WPLJ—“New York’s Hit Music Station”—filled the speakers. There was no hit music, though. Regular programming
               had been interrupted by live coverage of the tragic events in Lower Manhattan. The North Tower had collapsed forty minutes
               ago.
            

            
            They drove through downtown and barely saw another car. The 62A bus, its seats empty, had stopped in the middle of the road.
               The driver sat on a nearby bench crying into his hands. Dana steered around the bus and turned north on Oak Street. They passed
               the Mount Moriah Baptist Church, where Carly had gone every Sunday for the first eighteen years of her life, and where her
               parents continued to offer their service to Jesus. There were people here, far more than usual for a weekday morning, and probably more than most Sundays. The church doors stood open.
               There was a lineup to get in, but those who couldn’t wait prayed on the sidewalk. Equally, the Grapevine, with its many temporary
               curatives, was doing good business.
            

            
            As Carly had earlier, Dana navigated the streets with care and attention, adhering to the rules of the road. Soon, the urban
               sprawl fell behind them and the landscape became greener. She took Gray Horse Way and followed it northwest. In places it
               was little more than a rutted trail with grass growing down the middle. Trent’s corpse responded in the trunk, shaking and
               knocking.
            

            
            Orangewood Lake glimmered between the trees.
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            Dana and Carly stood at the top of what the local kids called the Big Bad—a sheer bluff with tree shelter on one side and
               a thirty-seven-foot drop to the water below. Just over a week ago, on Labor Day, they had come out here together to sit on
               the rocks, drink cherry cola, and watch the last official day of summer sink into the west. The lake had been buzzing with
               people who were also enjoying that early September evening, splashing around in the shallows, barbecuing on the shore, out
               on their boats and Jet Skis. Several older kids—Dana’s brother Conor among them—had been leaping off the Big Bad and plunging
               into the dark depths below. Some locals claimed the lake was fifty feet deep in that spot. Others insisted it was closer to
               one hundred. An old Avon Hill legend maintained that the abyssal water beneath the Big Bad was where Fat Frank, a three-hundred-pound
               giant catfish—and a real Jersey Devil—dwelled, large and mean enough to bite a person in two. Fact or fiction, Fat Frank didn’t
               stop the teens from leaping in there, plunging down fifteen feet and kicking their tasty legs to get back to the surface.
            

            
            There were no teens today. The shoreline was deserted as far around as Dana and Carly could see. There were no boats on the
               water or folks fishing from the docks. Orangewood Lake was as still and silent as many other parts of town. It would ordinarily
               be quieter on a weekday morning after Labor Day, but this was different. The world had changed. Both women felt it in the
               atmosphere, even beyond their own impact and collapse. Later, almost certainly, people would drift out here and reflect on
               what had happened. For now, there was nothing but the birds in the sky and the sunlight sparkling on the water.
            

            
            “You see anyone?” Dana asked.

            
            “No.”

            
            “Let’s do this.”

            
            They returned to the Dana’s Corsica, which they’d left parked on Gray Horse Way, close to where it doglegged east and wound for a mile and a half toward County Route 558. There was no road leading to the Big Bad, only a narrow, well-trodden path. This didn’t stop Dana. She motored up a shallow bank and between the trees, crashing through the foliage and low-hanging branches. One particularly thick limb thumped against the windshield, cracking it down the middle. Dana kept going. The ground rose steadily, and in places it didn’t seem like they were going to get through, but Dana weaved from left to right, finding the path of least resistance. At one point she hit a boulder, and the car tipped alarmingly to the right. Both women screamed, certain that they were going to roll—and perhaps keep rolling—all the way to the bottom of the hill, leaving three dead bodies for the cops to find. The car teetered for a moment,
               as if deciding which way to go, then thumped down on all fours. There was a bang as one of the shock absorbers blew and something
               crunched ominously beneath the hood. Trent’s body slammed against the trunk lid so hard that Dana thought he was going to
               pop out like a macabre jack-in-the-box. Dust rose in a brown cloud. The car sagged wearily to the left and something dragged
               beneath the chassis—the muffler, judging by the sound.
            

            
            Eventually, the car emerged from the tree line, beaten up and trembling. Dana directed it to the top of the rocky bluff, where
               the ground was leveler but no less precarious, with dips and fissures in the rock and a chicanery of shrubs and boulders to
               negotiate. Dana managed it, denting her fenders and blowing a tire in the process. She lurched out onto the Big Bad’s broad
               plateau and stopped forty feet from the edge.
            

            
            “That was your plan?” Carly said. She was short of breath and had left fingernail marks in the door paneling. “I’m amazed we didn’t
               get stuck halfway up that hill.”
            

            
            “We made it, didn’t we?”

            
            Dana lifted her belongings from the back seat and a few extra things from the center console and glovebox: her Yankees’ cap, a couple of her favorite cassettes, and a mix tape that reminded her of her mom. Carly decided to leave the bag of bloodstained clothes and rags in the car. It was just as good at the bottom of the lake as in the fire, and they wouldn’t have to carry it home. Along similar lines, she took the switchblade knife—the murder weapon—from her pocket and dropped it into the passenger side footwell. 

            
            They got out of the car and gave it a once-over. It was wrecked but it didn’t matter; it would spend the remainder of its
               days at the bottom of Orangewood Lake. Dana and Carly limped to the edge of the Big Bad to check that the area was still destitute
               of people. If anything, it looked more desolate than before.
            

            
            “Which one of us wants to drive it over the edge?” Carly asked as they returned to the car. “I vote you.”

            
            “Funny,” Dana said, lifting one eyebrow. “You watch TV shows about how to solve crimes. I watch shows about how to commit
               them.”
            

            
            Dana set her things down, wandered away, and came back moments later with a sturdy stick about three feet long. She broke
               several inches off the end by resting it against a rock and stomping on it. Satisfied with its new length, Dana went back
               to the car and opened the driver’s door. She’d left the engine running just in case it wouldn’t start again. One less thing
               to worry about. She leaned in and dropped the transmission from park into neutral, then used one end of the stick to depress
               the accelerator pedal and lodged the other end against the bottom of the seat. The RPMs raced into the red and the engine
               howled.
            

            
            “Hold my hand,” Dana said, looking over one shoulder and reaching toward Carly. “Hold it tight. I’m going to shift into drive.
               This thing will lurch forward and might take me with it.”
            

            
            “Jesus Christ,” Carly said. She clamped both hands around Dana’s wrist for a tighter hold. “Be careful.”

            
            “A little late for that,” Dana said. She pulled a trembling breath into her lungs, extended her right hand toward the center
               console, and gripped the gear shifter. “Are you ready?”
            

            
            Carly grunted something vaguely affirmative.

            
            “On three.”

            
            “Okay.”

            
            “One . . . two . . .”

            
            On three, Dana jerked the transmission into drive. Her car—the 1994 Chevy Corsica she’d bought as a twentieth birthday gift for herself—bucked forward aggressively. Dana pulled herself clear just in time, with Carly grasping her arm and holding on tight. They watched as the car rumbled toward the drop, humping along on three tires with its muffler dragging and Dana’s dead boyfriend in the trunk. It hit the edge of the Big Bad going maybe fifteen miles per hour—not fast, by any means, but with enough velocity to carry it over the rocks below. It appeared to hang for an improbable second or two, defying gravity, then plummeted thirty-seven feet. Dana and Carly were too far from the edge to watch it land, but they heard it: a tremendous boom and splash that echoed around the lake like a depth charge. A thousand shrieking birds took to the sky and scattered. 

            
            Still holding each other, Dana and Carly staggered to the edge of the bluff and looked down. The car was on its roof in the
               water, sinking slowly. One of its rear doors had blown open. The trunk was still closed, though, its cargo sealed away. In
               five years, maybe, or ten, the lock would rust and give way, and the algae-covered tarp with its loose bones inside would
               dislodge and drift across the lake bottom, revealed only to whatever lived down there.
            

            
            Dana and Carly watched as the car tipped nose-first and sank from view. A deluge of noisy white bubbles marked its descent.

            
            “It’s done,” Carly said. “No body, no crime.”

            
            Stillness returned to the lake. Minutes passed, and each one felt like it was dragging seven or eight more minutes behind
               it. Dana let go of Carly’s hand and stepped away from the edge.
            

            
            “No body,” she said. The grief in her voice was as deep and dark as the lake. She tapped her chest. “But the crime will be
               in here.”
            

            
            Carly looked down at the water where the car had sunk from view. It was as still as a painting now—as cold and dispassionate
               as they needed to be.
            

            
            “No matter where we go in life, who we meet, what we achieve, this is something we’ll always share. Not an experience, like a vacation, but a secret, as damaging as fire.” Dana angled her body and lifted the hem of her T-shirt, revealing the lettering across her lower back. SHE KEEPS ME SAFE. “Same as these tattoos.” 

            
            She picked her stuff up off the ground, turned, and shuffled toward the trees. Carly caught up to her. They walked the two
               miles back to Avon Hill, sometimes holding hands, sometimes three or four feet apart. It was early afternoon, and the streets
               were still silent.
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            Casey called Dana on Wednesday afternoon, after he, Holt, and Gerry returned to Avon Hill to find that Trent was not at home.
               Dana told her story—her lie—for the first time: Trent had called her on Monday to say he was leaving the city early and wanted to see her. She went to
               the house to wait for him. He never showed up. She fell asleep on the sofa, woke up in the morning, and Trent still wasn’t
               home.
            

            
            “Your call woke me up,” she said. “I heard your message and turned on the TV. I couldn’t believe what I was watching. I had
               to turn it off. I went home to be with my family.”
            

            
            “I get it,” Casey said. There was a fragile timbre to his voice that Dana had become quite used to hearing over the last twenty-four
               hours. She heard it in her own voice, for obvious reasons, but also in the voices of newscasters, firefighters, eyewitnesses,
               the mayor of New York City, the president of the United States. “The city was like a war zone. The smoke. The sirens. The
               screaming. My cousin lives in Tribeca. We watched the second plane go in. Saw the towers come down.”
            

            
            “Jesus, Casey. I’m so sorry.” How convenient that her inner turmoil—her crime—was disguised by the grief of millions. “Do you think that Trent . . . no, I almost can’t bear to think about it.”
            

            
            “What?” Casey asked. “Do I think he was down there when it happened?”

            
            “It’s a horrible thought,” Dana said. “But yeah.”

            
            “I wondered the same thing,” Casey said. “It’s possible, I guess. And we may never know. There are thousands of people unaccounted
               for. Some of them will never be found.”
            

            
            “Should we call the police?”

            
            There was a brief silence as Casey thought about this. Dana imagined him standing in the kitchen less than two feet from where
               Trent had died.
            

            
            “Can you imagine how busy the police are right now? How many calls they’re getting?” Casey breathed through his teeth, making
               a whistling sound. “Let’s give it a couple of days, see if he comes home. He might have gone to Philly to be with his family.”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Dana said. “Maybe.”

            
            “Besides, Trent didn’t like the police, and they didn’t like him. I can’t imagine them busting their humps trying to find
               him.”
            

            
            “Don’t say that.”

            
            “It’s true, though. The dude was bad news and we both know it.”

            
            Dana called the police on Friday, September 14. The department was still in chaos; several of the officers were former firefighters
               who’d gone into the city to assist with the rescue effort, leaving a skeleton crew of coffee-slurping old-timers and auxiliary
               cops in Avon Hill. Dana, Casey, Gerry, and Holt were asked to come into the station and give statements, but not until the
               following Tuesday, a week after the terrorist attacks. Dana was there early. She sat on an uncomfortable chair in the bullpen
               and told her story again, not embellishing or veering from the script at all. A young officer wrote everything down and asked
               several by-the-book questions. Had Trent been acting strangely in the weeks before his disappearance? Did he mention a recent
               grievance with anyone, or allude to leaving town at any point? Dana answered some of those questions honestly.
            

            
            This wasn’t the end of it. The police followed up three days later, after receiving a call from Trent’s mom in Philadelphia.
               She’d spoken with Casey and was understandably alarmed that her son had not returned from New York when he was supposed to.
               Mama Collier wanted answers and was determined that the police would leave no stone unturned.
            

            
            Detective Peter Shipp visited Dana at work. They sat in the manager’s office and Dana told her story again. The detective
               was a thin man with a catlike face and slick hair. He leaned on Dana harder than the young cop who’d taken her statement had.
            

            
            “How long were you and Trent dating?” he asked.

            
            “About three months.”

            
            “Did you fight much?”

            
            Dana had counted their altercations—their good days and bad days. She knew the exact answer: 7.34 percent of their time together
               was undeniably volatile. “I don’t know what the average is, but it felt like a lot to me.”
            

            
            “You fought the weekend he went to New York.” It wasn’t a question.

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “Tell me about it.”

            
            Dana was ready for this. She’d rehearsed her lines multiple times in her bedroom mirror, in the shower, and on long, ruminative
               walks around her neighborhood. Fortunately, she found she only had to bend the truth a little.
            

            
            “We were supposed to spend the weekend together.” Dana looked earnestly into Shipp’s eyes, imagining a tropical sunset just
               behind them. It made it easier to maintain a consistent gaze. “He decided to go partying with his boys in the city. I got
               pissed off. He got pissed off. That’s pretty much it.”
            

            
            “Did it turn violent?”

            
            “I pushed him. Not hard. He put his hand around my throat and pinned me to the wall. I had bruises for a couple of days.”
               Dana pointed to where the bruises had been. “Just another fight, you know? He took off to New York afterward and I went home
               and cried.”
            

            
            This was her penultimate dealing with the police. The third and final time came in the final week of September. Dana called
               Detective Shipp and asked if there’d been any developments, theorizing that following up with law enforcement was something
               an innocent person would do.
            

            
            “We think he left New York and returned to Avon Hill.” Shipp sounded exasperated—irritated, even, like someone who’d been tasked with fishing for minnow while an abundance of juicy salmon swam nearby. “There’s video
               footage of someone who looks like Trent at the Avon Hill Greyhound station, taken Monday the tenth at 3:07 p.m. The picture
               quality isn’t great, though, and he’s partially obscured by other passengers.
            

            
            “Okay, that’s . . . that’s something.” Dana closed her eyes. She’d hoped the police would continue to believe there was a possibility that Trent had disappeared while in New York. It felt like they’d slotted an important piece of the puzzle into place and were beginning to close in on her. “That means he wasn’t in the city at the time of the attacks.” 

            
            “Assuming it is him in the video footage,” Shipp said, then veered in a different direction—away from Dana. “Did Trent ever mention Sherman Cole to you?”
            

            
            Sherman Cole. A vicious dog of a man and known drug dealer who cruised the streets of Harmony Court in a pimped-out Caddy
               and was rumored to have connections to the New Jersey mafia. Sherman was the source of the recreational drugs in Trent’s nightstand,
               which Trent had clearly indulged in on the evening of September 10—the longest night of Dana’s life, succeeded by the longest
               day.
            

            
            “Yeah, Trent knows him,” Dana replied, careful to apply the present tense, something Carly had instructed her to do.

            
            “Did he tell you that he owes Sherman money?”

            
            “No,” Dana said. A rare truth. “How much?”

            
            “Word on the street is upwards of twelve thousand dollars.”

            
            “Oh, wow. Jesus.” The surprise in her voice was genuine. “I had no idea.”

            
            “Listen, the investigation is ongoing,” Shipp continued, “and no one here is jumping to conclusions, but the working hypothesis
               is that Trent skipped town to avoid paying what he owed. One look at his bank account confirms that he didn’t have anything
               close to that kind of money. And he’s done it before. A reliable source informed us that he left Philly because he got in
               deep with some bad people.”
            

            
            “Oh,” Dana said, and sighed, hoping she sounded more tired than relieved; she’d felt the long arm of the law closing in on
               her but now it appeared to be retreating again. “He just took to his heels and left his things behind? His TV? His PlayStation?
               His motorcycle?”
            

            
            “People who run away tend to travel light,” Shipp explained. A convenient response. “Besides, he owed money on that motorcycle
               and was behind on his payments. It’s since been repossessed.”
            

            
            A more upstanding member of the community would merit a more diligent investigation, Dana realized, but the Avon Hills Police Department was not about to allocate too many resources to someone like Trent, regardless of how fervently Mama Collier stomped her feet. Dana thanked the detective
               and asked him to keep her informed, feeling in her bones that this was the last she would hear on the matter. She was right.
            

            
            Two months later, Detective Shipp was critically wounded—stabbed three times—during an arrest in Harmony Court, only one block
               from where Trent had lived.
            

            
            It was a particularly violent neighborhood.
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            Dana and Carly saw little of each other in the weeks and months following 9/11. Their secret was too dark and broad. It sat
               between them like a third friend, poisoning and damaging by its very presence. They had tried several times to continue as
               if nothing had happened—going to the mall, meeting at Lulu’s Cantina for drinks, renting movies from Blockbuster and watching
               them in Carly’s room—but it all felt forced. They could barely look into each other’s eyes without seeing what they’d done.
            

            
            Dana had said it would haunt them, and she was right.

            
            The memories were more vivid when they were together, but there were reminders everywhere, all over town: at Nostra Cucina
               on Main Street, where Trent had taken Dana on their first date; outside Angelo’s Barbershop in Harmony Court, where Trent
               hung out with his buddies, and where Carly had first met him; the Gold’s Gym on Mason Avenue, Trent’s home away from home.
               Then of course there was the granddaddy of all reminders: Orangewood Lake, which Dana and Carly passed every time they took
               the 558 north out of town. They turned the other way and sometimes covered their eyes, but each woman heard Trent calling
               to her from the cold depths beneath the Big Bad.
            

            
            In April 2002, seven months after the nightmarish events of September 10 and 11, Dana left Avon Hill forever. She rode the Greyhound out of town with remarkably few of her possessions—the things she couldn’t do without—packed in a suitcase and carryall. Detective Peter Shipp was right: People who ran away tended to travel light. The bus took the 558, of course, passing Orangewood Lake, and although Dana couldn’t see the Big Bad from this angle, she forced herself to look at the water. She wanted to reinforce her reason for leaving—to know without a doubt that she’d been left with no choice. Trent called out to her, his voice loud and damning, and it didn’t fade until she was well beyond the city limits. 

            
            Carly left Avon Hill at the beginning of June, seven weeks after Dana, and three weeks after her twenty-first birthday. Both
               her parents cried. They told her she was making a huge mistake, and that she should be focused on her education. Twenty-four
               years later, Carly would have an eerily similar conversation with her son. She would think of it the same way she thought
               of her husband’s death: karma, pure and simple.
            

            
            Dana believed in karma, too. How could she not, given the life she’d lived? But regarding the parallels between Carly and
               Anthony, she might also have reflected on that quote from Ecclesiastes, the one that insisted that what had been done would
               be done again, and that there was nothing new under the sun.
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            Carly saw that Dana had called and left a voicemail at 12:53 p.m. She and Oscar Fry, her partner, had been in a meeting with
               their captain at the time, providing an update on a double homicide they were working. There were too many questions, not
               nearly enough answers, and their star witness had recently changed her story. Carly was fighting for this not to become one
               of the 36 percent of homicides currently residing in their department’s cold-case vault.
            

            
            She’d left the meeting, talked with Oscar for another twenty minutes, then volunteered to grab them both tacos from the wagon
               parked outside the station. They needed fuel for what was destined to be a long afternoon of poring over case notes, looking
               for anything they might have missed. As Carly walked across the lot, she took her phone from her purse. That was when she
               saw the notification. She listened to Dana’s voicemail and her appetite disappeared.
            

            
            “Call me. We need to talk.”
            

            
            That was all. No “Hi, girl.” No “Hey, sister.” No explanation or goodbye. Carly’s heart picked up speed. She felt it in her temples, even down in her hip bones. Whatever
               this was, it wasn’t good.
            

            
            She paused before returning Dana’s call, inanely reasoning that ignorance was bliss; bad news didn’t exist until the moment
               she knew about it. She stepped onto the sidewalk, looking at Dana’s name and the little green call button beneath it. How
               easy to simply drop her phone back into her purse, grab some tacos, and get on with her day.
            

            
            Easy, yes, but also impossible.

            
            She called Dana. It rang twice, during which time Carly took one very deep breath. Her legs were sweating.

            
            Dana picked up. “Hey.”

            
            “Hey. I got your message.” Carly closed her eyes. Maybe she’d read this wrong, and it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe Dana wanted
               to say that she’d quit her job and was moving to Florida (which wouldn’t be great), or that she’d seen Anthony that morning
               and he had bruises on his face, probably from fighting. “Is everything okay? You sounded—”
            

            
            “You need to come and get your kid,” Dana interrupted. There was no expression in her voice. It was as cold and pale as an
               icescape. The voice of someone speaking through gritted teeth.
            

            
            “Why, what’s going on?” Carly asked. A chill laddered her spine. “Is Anthony okay?”

            
            “He got on the wrong side of some very bad people.”

            
            “Is he okay?” Carly yelled. The words rumbled up through her chest and out of her mouth in a frenzied, unstoppable rush. Several passersby
               stared at her.
            

            
            “He’s physically unharmed,” Dana replied, still in that icescape tone, “but he’s seen some things that are going to stay with
               him for a long time.”
            

            
            Carly had no idea what this meant. She picked it apart in her mind, analyzing Dana’s neutral phrasing and the meaning behind
               it. An unpleasant feeling—a new one, different from the others—ran through her blood and into her heart.
            

            
            “What the hell is going on, Dana?” Carly asked, and now it was her turn to speak through gritted teeth. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”
            

            
            “There are things you don’t know about me,” Dana said, and at last there was some expression in her voice: a frailty—a crack.
               She was on the verge of tears. “For better or worse, I’ll explain everything when you get here.”
            

            
            “Dana—”

            
            “Come and get your son.”

            
            Dana hung up, just like that, gone, leaving Carly holding the phone to her ear with her eyes wide and her mouth open. She tried to move, but there was a temporary lack of communication between her brain and her body. At length, she breathed—a hissing, broken-pipe kind of a breath. She screwed her eyes shut and opened them again. 

            
            It was 2:16 p.m.

            
            She was on a flight to Detroit four hours later.
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            She gave Oscar and her captain a vague reason for her sudden departure because vague was all she had. Her captain saw the
               distraught look on her face and, knowing what she’d been through recently, didn’t stand in her way, despite the urgency of
               the investigation and their need to make headway soon. Oscar was equally sympathetic, albeit in his own way.
            

            
            “I’ll get my own damn tacos,” he said. He gave a dry smile while his eyes showed only concern. “Also, good luck getting a
               flight on Thanksgiving Eve.”
            

            
            “I’ll play the cop card, if I have to.”

            
            “Hey, how do you think I get to the front of the line at Starbucks?” Oscar dropped her a wink, then drummed a fist against
               his chest. “Go, sis. Do your thing. I hope everything works out.”
            

            
            Carly did play the cop card. She’d called American Airlines, United, and Delta on her way home to pick up a change of clothes and some
               personal items. As expected, there were no available seats on any flight—not unless she was prepared to make half a dozen
               connections. She was not.
            

            
            “If I can’t get there within ten hours by air,” she said, “I may as well drive.”

            
            She had all three airlines put her on standby on various flights, some to Cleveland, others to Detroit, some direct, others
               with connections. There were too many times and flight numbers spinning around her head to keep track of them all, but Carly
               didn’t care. She’d figure it out when she arrived at the airport.
            

            
            It was as chaotic and unpleasant as she expected it would be at 3:30 p.m. on Thanksgiving Eve. She fought the crowds, lined up, and spoke with the ticket agents at the three airlines she was on standby with. Still nothing. The only good news was that four people had taken themselves off the standby list at Delta, moving her closer to the top. 

            
            Carly waited an hour, squeezed onto a seat between screaming kids and a hippie chick doused with an eye-watering amount of
               patchouli oil. She checked flight apps on her phone for different routes and options. It was overwhelming. At some point she
               would have to decide whether to keep waiting or get in her car and drive through the night.
            

            
            At 4:50 she lined up and spoke with the Delta ticket agent again. This was when she played the cop card. She took her badge
               wallet from her pocket and flipped it open, shield on one side, photo ID on the other.
            

            
            “Full disclosure: This is not official police business. Not yet, but I have information regarding a potential joint investigation, and it is imperative—a matter of life and death—that I get to Detroit as soon as possible.”
            

            
            The ticket agent—his nametag read HARRY—studied Carly’s ID. “You didn’t say you were with the police.”

            
            “That’s because I’m off the clock. I’m doing this for a former colleague.” Some of this felt almost true. “Trust me, I wouldn’t
               choose to travel today, of all days, if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”
            

            
            “Okay,” Harry the ticket agent said, handing Carly her badge. “Let me see what I can do.”

            
            Carly waited another forty minutes. Her seat between the hippie chick and screaming kids had been taken so she found twelve
               feet of open floor and paced. She tried calling Anthony. Straight to voicemail. She tried Dana, hoping to get more information
               out of her. Dana didn’t answer, either. Carly sent her a text. There was so much she wanted to say but she kept it brief:
            

            
            
               At airport trying to find flight

            

            The reply, three minutes later: Good

            
            Carly had just read this when her name came over the PA system, asking her to go to the Delta check-in counter. She made her way there—cutting through lines, weaving between passengers, leaping a suitcase at one point. Harry the ticket agent appeared more disheveled than the last time Carly had spoken to him, having to deal with a flood of passengers, many of them stressed out and angry. He looked like he’d lived three lifetimes. Carly knew how he felt. 

            
            “Flight 2994, direct to Detroit,” he said, “departing at six ten.”

            
            “I’ll take it,” Carly said, already reaching for her other wallet—the one with her credit card inside it.

            
            “Hold your horses, detective, there’s a catch.” Harry tugged at his collar and blew over his upper lip. “The flight is full.
               Overbooked, in fact.”
            

            
            “Okay, so . . . I’m in the baggage hold?”

            
            “It’s not quite that bad,” he replied, rattling his fingers off his computer keyboard. “One of our attendants called in sick. I can get you
               on the flight, but you’ll be in a jump seat. That’s not something we ordinarily do for passengers, but I can make an exception
               seeing as you’re a part of our esteemed law enforcement community.”
            

            
            He smiled and raised one eyebrow, suggesting that her playing the cop card was a wily move, but that he respected her game.

            
            “Thank you,” Carly said. She felt a weird sense of relief mixed with malaise. This was a journey she needed to make, but not
               one she wanted to. Troubling news, truths, and perhaps confrontation awaited her in the Midwest, and she was throwing her
               money down like it was a carnival ride. Carly had a sudden urge to run out of the terminal, drive home, and hide underneath
               the bed.
            

            
            Harry printed off Carly’s boarding card and handed it to her.

            
            “You better book it,” he said. “The gate closes in fifteen minutes.”
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            Carly touched down in Detroit at 8:25 p.m., a little ahead of schedule. The first thing she did was try calling Dana. Still
               no reply. She texted her instead.
            

            
            
               At Detroit airport where do you want to meet

            

            She rented a car—a truck, actually: a Silverado 1500 with a crew cab, too much vehicle for her, but it was all they had on the lot. Dana texted back as she got behind the wheel: 

            
            
               Happy days diner. 980 vineyard rd, Black Ash

            

            Carly entered the address into her GPS.

            
            
               I can be there at 10

               Me too

            

            Carly placed her phone in the cupholder, started the big truck’s engine, and got rolling.
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            It was a smooth drive, no real traffic. The GPS took Carly southwest on Route 12 and onto Vineyard Road just north of Black
               Ash. She pulled into the diner’s parking lot a little before ten, expecting to see a functioning business—all neon and chrome,
               still open at this hour, perhaps Dana sitting in a booth by the window. What she got was a condemned building with a dead
               neon sign over the door and a laminated notice—probably a demolition order—nailed to one of the boarded-over windows. A few
               appliances had been dumped in the overgrown lot: a refrigerator, a greasy range hood, a TV with a broken screen. There were
               two cars parked at the far end. One of them had Florida plates: Anthony’s Mazda.
            

            
            She pulled up next to it. The truck’s headlights scrolled over the other car, a shitty Toyota Corolla with a cracked windshield
               and a buckled fender. Dana sat behind the wheel.
            

            
            Both women got out of their vehicles and looked at each other in the headlights.

            
            “Hey.”

            
            “Hey.”

            
            Carly stepped over to Anthony’s car. She tried the door. Locked. She shone her phone’s flashlight through the driver’s side
               windows, looking for preliminary information prior to talking to Dana: Blood, drugs, firearms, anything. Anthony’s cell phone—the one she’d bought for his twenty-first birthday, approximately ten thousand years ago—was on the
               passenger seat. There was dried dirt on the back seat. A lot of it. Both things got her mom and cop alarm bells ringing.
            

            
            “Here,” Dana said, tossing her the key fob. “Take a look inside if you want.”

            
            “No need,” Carly said, but she grabbed Anthony’s phone from the passenger seat. It was as dead as the neon sign over the diner’s
               front door.
            

            
            “You’ve got Anthony’s car,” Dana said. She looked tired and appeared to have lost weight since Carly saw her in late August.
               “Now you can drive it and him back to Florida.”
            

            
            “What’s this about, Dana?” Carly asked. “Where’s Anthony?”

            
            “We need to talk, but it’s cold out.” Dana gestured at the hulking rental truck, then at her unremarkable Corolla. “Your place
               or mine?”
            

            
            “Mine,” Carly said.

            
            They got into the truck. Carly started the engine and ran the heater at full blast. The radio came on—some soft jazz station
               that had accompanied Carly on her drive from the airport—and she snapped it off.
            

            
            “I want to say it’s good to see you,” she said, “but I just don’t know.”

            
            “Same,” Dana said.

            
            “And if you don’t tell me where my son is soon, and what happened to him, this reunion is going to turn nasty.”

            
            “Heard,” Dana said. She was nervous, twisting her hands in her lap, twitching one leg. If this were an interrogation, Carly
               would already have marked her as guilty. “Anthony’s safe. Doing a little better, I think. He’s at my apartment.”
            

            
            “Your apartment?” Carly frowned. “What happened to your nice big house on the river?”

            
            Dana smiled nervously. She looked at Carly, and there was too much in her expression for Carly to read it all. She saw sadness, regret, and fear, though. They swirled at the top like a mist on deep water. 

            
            “Our lives went in very different directions after leaving Avon Hill. I’m not a realtor, Carly. Never have been. I work in
               a sports bar for eight bucks an hour, plus tips.”
            

            
            Carly shook her head. She was confused, not because Dana wasn’t a successful realtor, but because she didn’t understand why
               Dana hadn’t told her the truth. They were friends. It didn’t matter how she paid the bills.
            

            
            Until it did.
            

            
            “I also collect money for a drug dealer.” Dana looked out the window. She blinked and a tear flashed down her cheek. “It’s
               a part-time gig. Two days a week.”
            

            
            “Are you serious?” Carly asked, leaning over the center console. Leaning in—nonverbal influence—was an interrogation technique
               used to make the suspect feel uncomfortable. Carly did it unconsciously now.
            

            
            “Unfortunately, yes,” Dana replied. “In some way or other, I’ve been involved with the local meth trade for the past fourteen
               years.”
            

            
            Recently, Carly felt that her life was suspended, marionette-like, by a series of wires. Being a mom was one. Her work was
               another. Her closeness to Dana was yet another. Now some unwelcome fate had come along and snipped that wire. Carly didn’t
               fall, but she slumped. Her perspective, stability, and the way she moved were forever changed.
            

            
            “Dana, I . . . I . . .”

            
            “I guess I’m just attracted to bad people,” Dana said.

            
            Carly didn’t know how to respond. Her mind went every which way. She chased a single thread—the one she’d come here to chase—and
               held on to it: Anthony.
            

            
            “There must be a reason you’re sharing this with me now. Can I assume that the bad people you’re involved with—that you’re working with—are the same ones that Anthony got on the wrong side of?”
            

            
            “His name is Warner Prince,” Dana replied. She wiped her cheek and turned her sad eyes to Carly. “You remember that old TV
               show, Little Pitchers?”
            

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            “That clumsy Mexican kid, Lalo Soto?”

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            “That’s him. That’s Warner Prince.” Dana laughed but there was no joy in the sound. “He’s all grown up now, and he’s nothing
               like the kid he played on that show.”
            

            
            Carly sighed. Not the first child actor to get involved with drugs. Not the last.

            
            “He’s no El Chapo, but he pulls six figures a week. Comfortably.” Dana stopped twisting her hands to make a “money-money”
               gesture. “He’s also got everybody in his pocket. City councillors, the mayor, the chief of police—”
            

            
            “You,” Carly snapped.
            

            
            “Yes. Me.” Dana chewed her lip and looked out the window again. “We were lovers once—engaged, even. We broke up ten years
               ago. I still feel like I’m under his spell, like I can’t get away.”
            

            
            “You can leave town,” Carly said. There was no compassion in her voice. Only bitterness. “Hop on a Greyhound. You’ve done
               it before.”
            

            
            “Not a day goes by when I don’t think about doing exactly that,” Dana said. Her voice was laced with anguish. “It’s not the
               running away I’m afraid of. It’s what I’m running toward. Like I said, I have a weakness for bad people. And better the devil you know.”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Carly said, curling her lip angrily. “And you thought you’d introduce the devil to my son.”

            
            “Fuck no, you’re not putting this all on me.” Dana swiveled in her seat, locking eyes with Carly as well as horns. “I didn’t
               want to meet Anthony. You wanted me to meet Anthony. I tried to avoid him because I’m so fucking ashamed of my life and what he might learn about me.
               I ghosted his fucking calls.”
            

            
            Carly gripped the steering wheel with one hand and turned the heater down. It was getting hot in here.

            
            “The kid tracked me down,” Dana said, and then, with a derisive smile on her face: “I guess he’s a better cop than you are.”

            
            “Cute,” Carly said. Her lip was still curled.

            
            “He came to the bar I work at.” Dana swallowed and her throat gave a loud click. “That’s where he met Warner. I didn’t introduce them. I told Anthony to stay away from him, in fact.”
            

            
            She removed her cell phone from her pocket, turned it on, and scrolled through her messages. It didn’t take long to find what
               she was looking for. She turned the screen toward Carly.
            

            
            “Read it out loud.”

            
            Carly obliged: “Don’t be lured by Warner. He’s a dangerous man.”

            
            “I warned him. More than once.”

            
            Carly cupped the back of Dana’s hand, keeping the screen turned toward her as she read the other messages in the thread. There
               was nothing incriminating. On the contrary: The aloofness in the earlier texts, and the time between them, tracked with Dana’s
               version of events. If anything, Anthony came across as being slightly flirtatious—something Carly did not want to think about.
            

            
            She let go of Dana’s hand. Dana turned her phone off and returned it to her pocket. They sat in silence for almost a minute.
               It was tense and unpleasant. Everything inside Carly’s body was wound tight and had been since listening to Dana’s message
               earlier that day. She stared bleary-eyed through the windshield at Anthony’s sporty Mazda, two years old, another birthday
               gift, then at Dana’s Corolla, which looked as old as her Chevy Corsica had been when they propelled it off the Big Bad with
               Trent’s body in the trunk.
            

            
            “Remember New York?” Dana asked. “The guy that jumped us?”

            
            “Of course.”

            
            “I saw a side of you I never knew existed. It was fierce . . . reckless. Like you wanted to take on the entire world.” Dana
               had stopped wringing her hands but picked at her knuckles and fingernails nervously. “Whatever that is inside you, Anthony
               has it, too.”
            

            
            Carly nodded. She knew that.

            
            “I figured the best I could do was keep an eye on him, use the small amount of influence I have to try to keep him safe.”
               Dana sighed and lowered her head. “It didn’t work out.”
            

            
            “Tell me what happened,” Carly said, leaning over the center console again. “Tell me everything. From the beginning.”

            
            “Yeah,” Dana said. She pinched the bridge of her nose, gathering her thoughts—her nerve, perhaps—and started speaking.
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            Carly didn’t interrupt her, didn’t ask questions. “Active listening” was another interrogation technique, encouraging the
               suspect to speak freely in the hope that they divulge more information than they meant to. Dana wasn’t a suspect, exactly,
               but she revealed plenty. She told Carly about how Warner had been drawn to Anthony and vice versa. “It was like an uncle with
               his favorite nephew. Warner called Anthony his ‘little lion.’” She talked about Anthony’s “late-night” jobs with Mardi and
               the counterfeit money they’d been paid—how it had been Mardi’s idea to switch it with the cash they’d collected on the street.
               And of course, she recounted Anthony’s ordeal in the woods: digging the grave, Warner’s brutal game of Russian roulette, Warner
               killing Daran just to teach Anthony a lesson, and Anthony having to bury his friends afterward. Dana concluded by running
               through the events of that day, beginning when she picked Anthony up at the police station that morning.
            

            
            It wasn’t easy for Carly to remain silent, despite her training. She listened with a simmering, mama-bear rage at what her
               son had endured, and grief for the direction his life had taken. She wanted to pummel her fists against the dashboard and
               scream unhelpful things at Dana: How could you let it go this far? Why the fuck didn’t you call me sooner? How do you even sleep at night? The clock on the Silverado’s touchscreen read 10:47 by the time Dana stopped talking.
            

            
            Silence followed. Carly contemplated what she’d heard and how best to react. Showing her anger would be satisfying but unproductive.
               Dana waited, picking her fingernails, chewing her lower lip. Finally, Carly opted for one of the things she’d wanted to shout
               at Dana, but phrased less aggressively:
            

            
            “You should’ve called me sooner.”

            
            “I know. I came close a few times, but I thought I could handle it myself—get Anthony out without too much damage done.” Dana
               rubbed the back of her neck, then gave the real reason she hadn’t called. “Also, I’m a coward. Calling you would’ve meant revealing certain truths about my life.”
            

            
            “Certain lies, you mean.”

            
            “Okay. Yeah. Certain lies. Better?”
            

            
            “Not really.”

            
            Another unpleasant silence. Carly watched through the windshield as three coyotes emerged from a neighboring sprawl of pines,
               nosed around the junked appliances, then padded off into the darkness. A truck roared past on Vineyard Road, its wind shear
               causing a loose section of the diner’s chrome siding to rattle maniacally.
            

            
            “Warner,” Carly snarled. When she imagined him, she saw an older version of Trent Collier. “What an evil motherfucker. He needs to pay for what he did.”
            

            
            “Uh-huh.” Dana gave her a sideways look.

            
            “By way of the justice system,” Carly clarified.

            
            “Good luck with that. Like I said, he’s got all the town’s bigwigs in his pocket. The best and safest thing you can do is
               to take Anthony home, put all of this behind you.”
            

            
            “Let’s go,” Carly said. “Take me to him.”
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            Dana drove Anthony’s Mazda (she’d Uber back tomorrow, she said, to pick up her car). Carly followed in the rental. They headed
               south into Black Ash proper, through the industrial sector of Graytown aka “the Machine.” After several minutes of driving
               past dormant factories and flex buildings with for lease signs in the windows, they reached Irvington—Dana’s neighborhood. It was an unimaginative collage of residential and commercial, mostly apartment buildings and strip malls. Carly recalled Woodvale, the other neighborhood Dana “lived” in, with its array of colonial and Victorian homes built on the back of auto-industry wealth. This was not that.
            

            
            They passed a convenience store with three cop cars and an ambulance outside. That many flashing lights, it had to be a robbery,
               possibly a shooting. No news vans yet, but Carly thought they’d be on their way. Dana’s apartment building was on the next
               block. She directed them into an underground parking garage. Carly carefully navigated the huge Silverado into one of the
               visitors’ spaces, then she and Dana rode a clunky, piss-smelling elevator to the fourth floor. The door opened with a scraping
               sound, revealing a hallway with flickering lights and graffitied walls.
            

            
            “You can see now why I kept this from you,” Dana said, stepping out of the elevator. “Among other things.”

            
            Carly followed. She was no stranger to places like this but was usually accompanied by her partner and a sidearm. She’d considered
               packing her Staccato CS but that would’ve meant checking her carry-on, and she didn’t want to waste time waiting for it at
               the destination airport—particularly with the prospect of multiple flights with tight connections.
            

            
            “The house on the river,” she said, stepping around a split garbage bag. “Did it belong to one of your meth-dealing friends?”

            
            Dana pressed her lips together, doing her best to keep the hurt from showing. She fished her keys from her purse and said,
               “It was an Airbnb. I was trying to impress you.”
            

            
            She opened her front door, and they stepped inside. It was a small apartment, kept clean, with modern reprints on the wall
               and an assortment of vibrant plants. It took Carly a moment to realize they were plastic. There was a framed photo of them
               both on the windowsill, taken in Asbury Park when they were seventeen. Carly had seen the same photo at the Airbnb—a part
               of Dana’s staging, obviously—but seeing it again now broke her heart just a bit.
            

            
            The TV was on. There was no sign of Anthony. Carly experienced disparate feelings, being this close to seeing him. She was
               furious and full of love. What a thing to be a mom.
            

            
            “Where is he?”

            
            “Spare room,” Dana replied, nodding toward a closed door.

            
            Carly walked to the door, knocked softly. No reply. She entered. The light from the living room shone on the bed, where Anthony
               lay with his left knee raised and his right arm flopped across his forehead. He’d slept that way since he was four years old.
            

            
            Most of the emotion drained from Carly, but not all; the love remained. She went to Anthony, kissed his cheek, whispered his
               name. He mumbled but didn’t wake.
            

            
            “The kid’s shattered,” Dana said from the doorway. “You may have a hard time waking him.”

            
            Carly stood over him awhile longer, watching him sleep, riding that love—that unique, unconditional love a mother has for
               her child. The world had been roaring at her, but now it whispered.
            

            
            “I won’t wake him yet,” she said. She turned and brushed past Dana into the living room. Dana pulled the door ajar, kicked
               her shoes off, and went to the kitchen.
            

            
            “Drink?” she called out.

            
            “Water’s fine.”

            
            “Sure you don’t want something stronger?” Dana came to the kitchen doorway with a half-full bottle of Kotter’s Gold bourbon
               in her hand.
            

            
            “I’m fine.”

            
            Dana fixed their drinks: Water for Carly, with ice and a slice of lemon, something stronger for herself. She came into the
               living room, handed Carly her glass, and sat on the sofa. Carly leaned against the windowsill. She picked up the photo of
               her and Dana taken on the boardwalk at Asbury Park: two effervescent high school seniors, still three years from the darkness
               that would separate them. It had been taken with a real camera, and they’d waited two days for the film to be developed. When
               the photos came in, they sat in the Doo-Wop Diner and flipped through them, drinking Cokes and giggling. They’d had some good
               times.
            

            
            Carly set the photo down and glanced out the window. From this angle, she couldn’t see the first responder vehicles parked
               outside the convenience store, only the glow of their lights beating at the night air.
            

            
            “How long have you been here?” she asked Dana.

            
            “Ten years,” Dana replied, picking at a loose thread on the arm of her sofa. “I could probably afford something better, in
               a nicer neighborhood, but I live okay here—no wolves at the door—and I even manage to put a little from each paycheck into
               a savings account.”
            

            
            Carly sipped her water. It was cold and delicious. She hadn’t realized how dry her throat was. She’d scarcely had time to
               consider herself at all. It felt like she’d spent the last nine hours being barged and bullied by some external force—a slow
               tornado that had picked her up in Florida and set her down in this bleak Michigan city.
            

            
            She looked at Dana, a woman with whom she’d shared so much. Her oldest friend. The tornado had ripped off her glossy cover
               and the pages inside were full of lies.
            

            
            “I get that you didn’t want to tell me you’re a drug dealer—”

            
            “I’m not a drug dealer,” Dana protested. She looked at the bedroom door and lowered her voice. “Warner’s the dealer. I just—”
            

            
            “You collect money for the illegal sale of a Schedule Two substance,” Carly said. “That makes you a dealer in my book.”

            
            “I’m the middlewoman.”

            
            “You’re a criminal.”

            
            Dana rolled her eyes. “Jesus, Carly. Save it for the perps you pick up off the street. You can’t preach to me about right and wrong.”
            

            
            Carly thought she could. She’d spent the last twenty-four years learning the difference between right and wrong. Dana, evidently,
               had not.
            

            
            “Anyway, I get why you lied about your job,” Carly said, rephrasing her sentence. “But you didn’t have to lie about this place.
               I would never have judged you or looked down on you.”
            

            
            “I know that. But I look down on myself.” Dana drummed a finger against her breastbone and took a large swing of Kotter’s Gold. She’d poured herself a generous glass.
               “You left Avon Hill, and everything got better for you: a beautiful family, a good career, a nice house.”
            

            
            “Isn’t that what you wanted for me? What we wanted for each other?” Carly made an exasperated gesture. “That’s why we left Avon Hill, so that we could move forward, make better lives for ourselves, without the constant reminders of what we did.” 

            
            “I know, Carly, and I tried. But fate followed me. It didn’t matter how far away I ran.” Dana lowered her head. “I can’t help but believe that I got
               the life I deserved.”
            

            
            “The life of a drug dealer? Or middlewoman, if you prefer that term?” Carly clicked her tongue and sighed. “Pssh, you should be ashamed of yourself.”
            

            
            “Fuck you,” Dana snarled. She stood up, puffing her chest out. “Quit your goddamn moralizing. You’ve got as much blood on
               your hands as I have.”
            

            
            “Not anymore,” Carly retorted, also snarling. “We did something bad. Something terrible. I played my part in that, and I live
               with it every day.”
            

            
            “Yeah, in your nice big house—”

            
            “But I chose to make amends.” Carly stepped away from the window; a draft seeped in where it wouldn’t close properly. “You
               don’t join forces with evil, Dana. You eliminate it. Every corrupt son of a bitch I take down makes it a little easier for me to sleep at night.”
            

            
            They stared at each other, all the years, the darkness, the love, envy, and anger flowing between them. So many complicated
               pieces. Carly exhaled, held the cold glass to her aching forehead, and tried to synopsize the last twenty-four years in a
               few short words:
            

            
            “I’m trying to do some good to make up for the bad.”

            
            Dana heard that. She nodded, took another gulp of bourbon, and sat down. She looked stricken—empty. For the first time, Carly noticed the gray in her hair. That red streak was as fiery as ever, though.
            

            
            “I’ve made so many mistakes.” Dana swirled the drink at the bottom of her glass. The ice cubes chattered. “I think I’m irredeemable.”

            
            “You’re forty-four,” Carly said. “Still young enough to get your shit together.”

            
            Dana heard this, too, but shook her head. She finished her bourbon. A line of cop cars shrieked by outside, code three: Lights and sirens. Carly also finished her drink. She returned the empty glass to the kitchen, then came back, crouched in front of Dana, and angled her face so that their eyes met. 

            
            “I’m waking my son up and taking him home. We’ll find a hotel tonight, as far from here as I can drive without falling asleep
               at the wheel. We’ll be back in Florida by tomorrow evening.”
            

            
            “Good,” Dana said. “He won’t put up a fight. He’s done with this place.”

            
            “And I’m done with you,” Carly said. There was weight in her voice; she’d rarely been more serious in her life. “We’re history. Do you understand?
               I never want to see or hear from you again.”
            

            
            Dana nodded. A tear slipped from her left eye. It came out of nowhere. Carly wondered if they were perpetually just beneath
               the surface.
            

            
            “I’m giving you a four-day head start—enough time to run,” she said, wiping the tear away with her thumb. Dana clasped Carly’s
               hand and held it to her cheek. “When I go back to work on Monday, I’m going after Warner Prince and everybody associated with
               him. I’ll bring in the DEA, the Feds—I’ll use all my power, contacts, and resources—and I will burn his shit to the ground.”
            

            
            “Okay,” Dana rasped.

            
            “If you’re still here,” Carly said, “you’re going down, too.”
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            Anthony knew his mom had come to get him before he fully woke. He heard her voice and built his dream around it—something
               nonsensical he couldn’t fully remember. She was standing over an animal, a dog perhaps, wrapped in a blanket. I won’t wake him yet, she said. Anthony joined her and looked down at the blanket. He nudged it with his toe and knew that the animal wasn’t sleeping.
               His mom shrugged. She had some kind of look on her face. Water’s fine, she said, and it started to rain—to pour. It washed away the blanket and everything in it, and that was when Anthony knew that his dreams and reality had melted into
               one another. He was in Dana’s spare room and his mom was here. She’d traveled all the way from Florida to rescue him.
            

            
            He lay in that between state for a moment, skimming the edges of sleep, listening to snippets of their conversation in the
               other room. It was only when his mom gently squeezed his shoulder and whispered in his ear, “Hey, kiddo . . . it’s time to
               wake up,” that he opened his eyes. There was strength in her posture, and in the lines of her face. He could already see home.
            

            
            “Mom,” he whispered.

            
            “Hey, baby.”

            
            Anthony sat up and she wrapped her arms around him. The years fell away. He felt like a child again and that was okay. Then
               it all came rushing back. He thought about Daran lying at the bottom of a grave that he helped to dig, and Warner Prince strutting
               around in his immaculate shoes, untouchable, his lion’s tail swishing.
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            “Get dressed,” Carly said. “I’ll wait for you in the living room.”

            
            “Mom, I—”

            
            “We’re going home.”

            
            He nodded. She got up off the bed and left the room. Dana sat silently on the sofa. It was as if she hadn’t moved, but she
               must have because she was into her second bourbon. They didn’t speak. Carly checked her phone, looking for the nearest Avis
               so that she could drop the rental off. There was one downtown, seven minutes away.
            

            
            Anthony came out, buttoning his jeans. In the full light, Carly saw how wounded he was: the same fractured, diminished boy
               who had lived in her house—alongside his fractured, diminished mother—in the weeks following Ter’s death. He looked at her,
               his expression somewhere between stony and apologetic, then looked at Dana.
            

            
            “You tell her?” he asked.

            
            Dana nodded and sipped her drink.

            
            “She told me everything,” Carly said, applying the gentlest tone to her voice, hoping it veiled her simmering anger. She needed
               Anthony to see only safety and warmth—a place he wanted to be.
            

            
            “None of this was Dana’s fault,” Anthony said, gauging the atmosphere in the room. He blinked his big brown eyes and looked
               at Carly appealingly. “She tried to talk some sense into me.”
            

            
            “I know,” Carly said.

            
            “Don’t blame her.”

            
            Carly didn’t respond to this. She looked her son in the eye, silently imparting her integrity and protection—the things Dana
               could never show.
            

            
            Anthony opened his mouth to say something else, then shook his head and looked down at his feet.

            
            “Are you in any condition to drive?” Carly asked him. “I need to drop the rental off. You can follow me in your car, or you
               can come with me and we’ll Uber back.”
            

            
            “Can I stay with Dana while you take care of it?”

            
            “Not an option.”

            
            Anthony saw the seriousness in her eyes. “I can drive.”

            
            “Then let’s go.”

            
            Carly grabbed her purse and stepped toward the front door. She didn’t look at Dana. Anthony did. He crossed the room, in fact,
               perched next to her on the sofa, and touched her knee. A ripple of disapproval moved from the pit of Carly’s stomach into
               her throat, threatening to spill out in an ugly way. She clenched her jaw and held it back.
            

            
            “Thanks for looking out for me,” Anthony said.

            
            “Yeah,” Dana said.

            
            “I’m sorry I got you into this shit. I’m sorry for not listening.”

            
            Dana glanced at Carly, a prow of disdain emerging through the bourbon-infused fog of her self-reproach. “Just go live your
               life, kid, and try not to do anything too stupid.”
            

            
            Anthony nodded. He leaned into Dana and gave her a loose, clumsy hug. Again, Carly tamped down her disapproval. Dana looped
               the hand not holding her glass over Anthony’s shoulder and gave him a small squeeze.
            

            
            Anthony stood up. He joined Carly at the front door, and they left without another word. She threw her arm around Anthony’s
               lower back, he leaned into her, and they walked down to the elevator that way. Carly didn’t say it—could barely admit it to
               herself—but she needed the support, too. As much as anything, she felt desperately sad: a thirty-year-old friendship crumbled
               to dust.
            

            
            She didn’t think she’d ever see Dana again, but she was wrong.
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            “Just follow me,” Carly said, handing Anthony the keys to his Mazda. “We’ll go slow. Waze says it’s only seven minutes away.”

            
            “Avis, right?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “Okay. I think I know where it is.”

            
            Anthony got behind the wheel and watched his mom climb into a huge black pickup truck, wondering why she had rented such a monster, then remembering that it was Thanksgiving, and the selection was probably limited at the airport. He followed her out of the parking garage, up onto street level. It was almost 12:30 and the streets were quiet. 

            
            He focused on his mom’s taillights, trying not to think about the last time he drove his car: the one-hour trip from Toledo
               to the Happy Days Diner to meet Juice Fisher, only it was Warner’s SUV that had pulled into the lot behind him. The memories
               edged into Anthony’s brain. He kept the bulk of them away, but so many slipped through: the weight of the mud and clay on
               his shovel; the human hand he uncovered in the grave; the confused expression on Daran’s face after Warner had shot him in
               the chest; the deer they had hit on the drive to the forest. Motherfucker, the driver had said blankly, and Anthony had turned to see the deer heaving itself across the road, half crippled. This
               last mirrored Anthony’s state of mind. He was struggling, dragging his broken pieces. It would be a long time before he could
               stand up and walk straight. Maybe that would never happen.
            

            
            Anger boiled and bubbled in his chest. His vision wavered, the taillights ahead floating this way and that, trailing bright
               red streaks. He slowed down and screwed his eyes shut for a second. When he opened them the city lights seemed brighter, but
               they were clear at least. He felt around in the center console and passenger seat for his phone, wanting—needing—to play some tunes. “People often turn to alcohol when they’re feeling down,” his dad had told him once. “But trust me, music
               is a kinder friend.” His phone wasn’t there, though. Anthony was sure he’d left it in the car, but maybe he’d taken it out . . .
               and maybe it had fallen from his pocket while he was digging the grave and was now at the bottom of the hole with Daran and
               Mardi, its screen crushed beneath the weight of the earth.
            

            
            “Fuck,” Anthony whispered. This was hard. He switched the radio on and tuned to 97.9 WJLB. Two commercials, then “Yeah Glo” by GloRilla came on. He mumbled along
               to the lyrics and followed his mom’s taillights.
            

            
            He saw Warner on street corners and billboards and riding in the backs of cars. Anthony even heard him on the radio, cutting
               through the music in staticky bursts.
            

            
            Little lion, he said. Are you ready to feed?
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            His mom parked the Silverado in one of the many empty spaces on the Avis lot and dropped the fob in the after-hours return
               box. Anthony had already vacated the driver’s seat and stood with his hands on the Mazda’s roof like he was about to get frisked,
               deeply inhaling the chilly night air. He hoped it would numb his bad thoughts, but it didn’t. His mom came over and rested
               a hand between his shoulder blades.
            

            
            “It’s going to be okay,” she said.

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “We’ll get you home. Get you some help.”

            
            Anthony nodded. He got back in the car on the passenger side. His mom threw her bag in the trunk then dropped behind the wheel,
               having to adjust the seat so that her feet reached the pedals.
            

            
            “Let’s get out of this shitbird of a town,” she said.

            
            “Right,” Anthony mumbled.

            
            “Here’s the plan: Toledo first. It’s on the way, right? Pack up your stuff. Leave whatever you don’t want, or whatever we
               can easily replace. Then we keep driving for an hour or so. Find a hotel.”
            

            
            He looked at her, unable to shake something he’d overheard while she and Dana were talking. It had bellied through the dregs
               of his sleep like a rattlesnake through buffalo grass: We did something bad. Something terrible. Dana had kept secrets from his mom, but how many secrets had his mom kept from him?

            
            “It’ll be one thirty by the time we get to Toledo,” she said, setting her phone in the mount on the dash. She brought up Waze
               and tapped in Anthony’s address. “Is that okay? You going to wake anyone?”
            

            
            “Nobody home,” Anthony monotoned. Jordan was spending Thanksgiving with his dad and Daran was buried in an unmarked grave
               somewhere in the sprawling woodland west of Antelope Falls.
            

            
            “Okay. Good.” She started the car and pulled out of the lot. Anthony closed his eyes. The memories were lined up at the front of his mind, rocks in hand, ready to throw them at him as he writhed on his post. He shielded himself with happier recollections: his first Magic game, center court with his dad and Uncle Kris; partying at Potbelly’s with Kayla and Lamar, his friends from FSU; Having a beer with his mom on his twenty-first birthday, and the cool things she’d gifted him, including the car he now rode in and . . . 

            
            “My phone,” he said, looking at his mom with solemn eyes. “I lost my phone.”

            
            “You didn’t,” she said, and smiled faintly. “It’s in my purse.”

            
            “Oh.” He felt an updraft of relief, such a gratifying sensation that it almost brought tears to his eyes. “Can I have it?”

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            She’d placed her purse in the storage compartment beneath the armrest. Anthony flipped it open, removed her purse, and dug
               around inside until he found his phone.
            

            
            “It’s dead,” his mom said.

            
            “You tried looking at it?” Anthony put her purse back and closed the armrest.

            
            “You better believe I did,” his mom replied. She glanced at him with one eyebrow raised. Anthony knew that look well. It didn’t
               invite discussion. “That was before Dana told me what happened.”
            

            
            Anthony grunted in reply. He tried the power button anyway. Nothing. He placed the phone in the wireless charger and waited.
               His mom followed the GPS south, cutting through Central. They passed the Hummingbird on Adrian Street, where Anthony had watched
               Warner play flamenco guitar for the mayor and his tableful of fat cats. Control, Warner said, speaking not in his mind but from the back seat, his breath tickling Anthony’s ear. I could make them dance one moment and weep the next. Anthony shivered and closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were on the thruway, flying over the rooftops and cramped
               streets of Ford. He saw burn barrels flickering on several corners—the homeless no doubt huddled around them—and a group of
               men fighting outside a gas station.
            

            
            They exited on Bald Eagle Road and crossed the Buffalo River minutes later, putting Black Ash in the rearview. Anthony checked
               his phone. It was 22 percent charged. Good enough. He wanted to get rid of anything that reminded him of Warner, beginning
               with messages from Warner. He deleted texts from Mardi, Daran, and Dana, too. He scrolled through his photos. Anything with Mardi in it had to go, and— 

            
            Anthony froze, staring down at a selfie of him and Daran taken last Saturday night. They were at Noir on North Superior Street,
               a little drunk, a lot happy, spending their cut of the weekly take—just a couple of small-time meth distributors living it
               up. Daran was grinning, the dimples in his cheeks deep enough to catch water, perfectly unaware that he would be dead in a
               matter of days. Anthony recalled the opposite expression on his face in the last seconds of his life, covered in mud and bleeding from the hole in his chest.
            

            
            He couldn’t quell his emotion. His throat made a bubbling sound and tears misted his eyes. His mom looked over and saw the
               photo just before Anthony shut his phone off and tossed it back onto the charger.
            

            
            She said nothing for a minute or so, but he sensed the cogs in her brain turning, wondering how to respond. Eventually, she said:
            

            
            “I’m going after Warner Prince. I have no authority in Michigan, but I can connect with people who do. I’ll make sure he pays
               for what he did.”
            

            
            Anthony imagined Warner playing his guitar while explaining the importance of control, and how he kept the mayor—and Black
               Ash’s other muckety-mucks, including the chief of police—living in a way they were used to.
            

            
            “You won’t get him,” Anthony said. “He’s way too smart. He has too much control.”

            
            “We’ll see,” his mom said.
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            It was 1:27 when they pulled up outside the house that Anthony had lived in for three months and twelve days. He’d gained
               all the life experience he was looking for in that time, and more besides. If his goal was to return to Florida a hardened,
               more experienced person, he’d achieved it, but he’d also told Carly that he was making the move for his mental health, and
               that really hadn’t gone to plan.
            

            
            “I won’t be long,” he said. “You can stay in the car.”

            
            “I think I’ll come in.”

            
            “The house is a mess.”

            
            “Mm-hmm.” Carly was already out of the car. She stood on the sidewalk looking at the house, remembering her spur-of-the-moment
               visit back in August, and talking to Anthony’s friends on the porch: Jordan, Tyler, Jonathan, and Mardi, of course. Mardi, who was every bit the lowlife scumbag that Carly had suspected him to be, and who was now in a place far worse than
               Grafton or Lorain Correctional. Carly had traveled a thousand miles to show Anthony Mardi’s rap sheet and to warn him to stay
               away. Mamas know best.
            

            
            Anthony started toward the house and Carly followed. The porch was littered with beer cans and bottles. It was no different
               inside: shit everywhere, clothes draped over the furniture, stains in the carpet. The coffee table was a diorama of chaos:
               more beer bottles, a copy of Sports Illustrated, an overturned coffee mug, flakes of shatter and other cannabis concentrates, the same dirty dab rig she’d spied on the coffee
               table three months before. Anthony saw her looking but she didn’t say anything.
            

            
            “I’ll be quick,” he said, heading toward the stairs.

            
            “You need some help?”

            
            “No.”

            
            Carly sat on the edge of the sofa and waited. She checked her emails and messages—a couple of things that needed a response,
               but nothing that couldn’t wait. She yawned, suddenly grateful that the sofa was such a male-infused biohazard. She might otherwise
               have gotten too comfortable and fallen asleep, and at this point it would take more than a gentle shake to wake her.
            

            
            She paced for a few minutes (stepping around the crap on the floor), then went into the kitchen and splashed cold water onto her face. It did little to rejuvenate her. Anthony came down after twenty minutes or so, dressed in fresh clothes, carrying a box with two bags balanced on top. “One more box upstairs,” he said. Carly, happy for something to do, took his stuff out to the car. The night air didn’t revive her, either. She needed a second wind, and quickly, wanting to be south of the Maumee River, preferably out of Toledo, before finding a hotel for the night. 

            
            Anthony brought his last box downstairs and stood looking around for a moment, perhaps remembering the good times he’d had
               there: the merest of antidotes for the recent horrors he’d faced. Carly couldn’t think too much about that right now. She
               just needed to get him home, get him safe, then provide all the help and healing he needed.
            

            
            “I should tell Jordan I’m not coming back,” Anthony said. It was difficult to tell if he was sad about that or if it was all
               the other stuff crowding his mind.
            

            
            “You mean leave him a note?” Carly said.

            
            “A note?” Anthony wrinkled his nose. “No. I’ll text him.”

            
            “Right.” Carly sighed. It was 2025, not 1995. She was so damn tired. “Maybe a good idea.”

            
            “I can do it tomorrow. I’ll tell him Daran’s not coming back, either.” His jaw wobbled, his eyes swam, but he held on. “I
               won’t tell him why.”
            

            
            They left the house. Anthony placed his box in the trunk and got in the car, huddled in the passenger seat with his head resting
               against the window. Carly glanced once at the house as they drove away, feeling that they’d taken a huge and important step
               toward healing. Everything would get better from here out.
            

            
            “Put some music on, if you want,” she said. “It’ll help keep me awake.”

            
            He chose something angry—lots of f- and n-bombs, talk of guns, police, and body counts. Carly didn’t like it but said nothing.
               Maybe it was cathartic. They drove south out of Lagrange, across the Maumee, and clear out of Toledo. Carly did get a second wind, although it was more like a light breeze. They got as far as Bowling Green—not as far from Toledo as she
               wanted to be—and found a Best Western just off I-75. Her eyes were at half-mast as they rolled into the parking lot. It was
               2:25.
            

            
            “I need sleep, kiddo,” she said, shutting off the engine. “I suggest you get some rest, too. We’ve got a long drive ahead
               of us tomorrow. Or today. God, I don’t even know anymore.”
            

            
            “Uh-huh.” Anthony was deleting photos from his phone.

            
            “Six, seven hours. That’s all I need.” Carly suppressed a yawn with the back of her hand. “Bob Evans for breakfast, then we hit the road and don’t stop until we see palm trees.” 

            
            Anthony nodded, turned his phone off, and wiped his eyes. He was about to get out of the car when Carly placed her hand on
               his arm. She knew he was hurting, but this moody, monosyllabic version of her son was hard to be around. He’d given Dana a
               hug and an apology—a goddamn apology—for not listening to her. So far, all Carly had received were grunts, shrugs, and attitude. She deserved better.
            

            
            “I’m your mom,” she said. “Not your enemy.”

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            “I came all this way because I love you. No other reason.”

            
            “I know.”

            
            “Good.” There was enough subtext in her words and firmness in her voice to make her point. “Everything that happened . . .
               we don’t have to talk about it until we get home, and only then when you’re ready. But we do have to talk.”
            

            
            He looked at her with his eyes narrowed, a faint crease in his brow, and Carly got the unpleasant feeling that he was looking
               into her—that if she held his gaze for another five seconds, he’d find a way into all her locked rooms. She let go of his arm
               and turned away defensively, breaking the connection.
            

            
            “Okay,” she said. “Sleep.”

            
            Despite her tiredness, the disrobed sensation trickling through Carly made her think she might not drop off for a while yet.
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            Anthony had slept off and on for most of the day, never for more than thirty minutes at a time. Warner stalked inside his head, roaring, licking his big paws. Deep, revitalizing sleep was an impossibility. Even without the lion, Anthony still had a swamp of emotions to wade through. The grief was bad—for himself as well as Daran; a part of him had died in that forest, too, and would never come back—but the anger was worse. The problem was that it never settled. It just kept building up inside him, one thick layer at a time, crowding his heart, throat, and lungs. His state of mind, too. 

            
            He didn’t expect to fall asleep in that hotel room, but he did. His mom got them a twin. Anthony was fine with that. He was
               combating feelings of shame and embarrassment with her—curiosity, too, about what she’d said to Dana when they thought he
               was asleep—but it was better to have company than not. There wasn’t much in the way of talking, though, and Anthony was fine
               with that, too. His mom brushed her teeth, climbed into bed, and shut out the light on her side of the room. Anthony put his
               headphones on and watched TikToks on his phone—anything to take his mind off everything.
            

            
            He woke up at 4:20 with his headphones still on, his phone screen down on the sheets beside him. The remnants of a dream faded
               from his mind. It hadn’t been good, judging from the way his heart was thumping. His mom was asleep, curled on her side. Anthony
               got up to pee. He didn’t enjoy stepping into the gloomier half of the hotel room, past his mom’s bed, toward the bathroom.
               The things in his head gained depth in the dark.
            

            
            There was no lion in the bathroom, though, and Daran was not lurking behind the shower curtain (Anthony checked). There was, however, the ghost of a twenty-one-year-old man. It stared at Anthony through the mirror over the sink, slump-shouldered
               and mostly broken. Mostly. Its anger was virulent, with its own heartbeat and thought process. Anthony could see it in the ghost’s eyes: burning lights.
            

            
            He returned to his bed, grinding his teeth. He tried watching vacuous shit on his phone again, but it didn’t work. He listened
               to music, but in the dead of night the lyrics were fuel on the fire.
            

            
            What he needed was to vent—to relieve some of the pressure. Smash Therapy came to mind, the place in Jax his mom told him
               about, and what he would give to pound the crap out of a bunch of cars right now. He found their website and signed up for
               a three p.m. slot on Friday, the earliest he could get. This got him thinking about home: the calmness of the house he’d grown
               up in, the friends he’d left behind, playing ball at Freeman Park. How many of those things would be different now that he was different? His soul was ruptured, and he had a motherfucking man-eater in his head. Surely nothing would ever be the same again.
            

            
            Anthony saw Warner’s bullet hitting Daran in the chest, knocking him off his feet. He saw it on repeat, always in slow motion—the
               way the front of Daran’s hoodie had jumped as the bullet impacted, and how he’d turned a full, clumsy circle before crumpling
               to the ground. Even worse, Anthony misremembered the look on Daran’s face: not confusion (which was bad enough), but accusation, his gaze fixed on Anthony in the
               seconds before Colm put two in his skull.
            

            
            He imagined Warner strutting around his mansion in Antelope Falls, driving his Aston Martin, entertaining the bigwigs as they
               quaffed hundred-dollar glasses of wine, all while Daran lay cold beneath a metric ton of Michigan earth.
            

            
            Dana had said that Warner was too connected to take down, that all his bases were covered. Anthony knew this was true. He’d
               said the same thing to his mom when she mentioned going after Warner. And even if there was a way, launching an investigation and the subsequent trial could take years. And with his influence, contributions to the
               community, and top-dollar legal representation, all Warner would get at the end of it was a suspended sentence. Or maybe, if the judge was in a shitty mood, he’d serve five to ten in a low-security facility akin to a hotel.
            

            
            There are other ways of getting to him, he’d said to Dana. This was another thought he couldn’t shake from his brain. It drip-fed his anger, and in turn his anger
               kept the thought vital: a mutualistic relationship. Also, it dovetailed with what his mom had said when she and Dana were
               talking—not the part about them doing something bad, something terrible, but what came after that, how his mom had chosen to redeem herself. You don’t join forces with evil, Dana, she’d said. You eliminate it. Every corrupt son of a bitch I take down makes it a little easier for me to sleep at night.
            

            
            Eliminate. Avenge. Atone. Sleep. Individually, they were fanciful notions. Together, they had weight and symmetry: four awkward
               pieces making a flawless circle.
            

            
            Anthony lay in the semidark pondering this, feeling his anger grow, and hearing it, too: grinding and creaking. He wondered if sedimentary rock—multilayered, complex, unyielding—made the same sound as it
               formed.
            

            
            Ideas often took shape in a similar way. They developed over time, slowly building and becoming more defined. Standing over
               the grave that he would bury Daran and Mardi in, Anthony first hit upon the idea of killing Warner. It was just a glimpse
               at that point, little more than a childish fantasy. It expanded, though, as he filled the grave in. He saw ways in which it
               could be done. A bullet to the back of the head. A drive-by. A long-range shot from the trees surrounding his house. Warner
               wasn’t the president, and he wasn’t famous anymore. He didn’t have an entourage of bodyguards. Only Colm, who wasn’t around
               all the time. The idea continued to form as Anthony laid on the back seat of his car, covered in dirt and trembling, and as
               he waited at the Black Ash police station for Dana to arrive. In her apartment, too, lying on her sofa, he killed the lion
               again and again in his mind, and each time it accumulated a fine layer of potentiality.
            

            
            His mom slept in the other bed, her shape rising and falling beneath the sheets. Anthony looked at her hair on the pillow
               and the curve of her shoulders while his brain and his heart raced in lockstep. He saw Daran take a bullet to the chest. He
               envisioned Warner parading indifferently amid his riches. He recalled his mom talking about eliminating evil. The idea in
               his head became smoother with every reimagined kill. It felt aerodynamic, almost—a thing designed to be actioned, to fly.
            

            
            Eliminate. Avenge. Atone. Sleep.

            
            At 5:42, Anthony got out of bed, put his sneakers on, and grabbed his jacket. He watched his mom for a minute, certain the
               grinding in his mind and the tumult of his heartbeat would wake her. It didn’t. She was tethered firmly to her dreams.
            

            
            Anthony took a breath and gave prudence a moment to respond. If it had a voice at all, it was enveloped by those other sounds.
               He stepped to the dresser, removed his keys from his mom’s purse, and left the room.
            

            
            Yes, Warner was connected. He had the protection of the police and city government. But as Anthony had said, there were other
               ways of getting to him. Or to put it another way: There was more than one way to skin a cat.
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            Carly’s alarm went off at 6:45 a.m. She reached for the nightstand and shut it off without opening her eyes. In those first
               few seconds, she thought she was in her own bed. She stretched her hand onto Ter’s side, knowing he wouldn’t be there, but
               old habits die hard. Sometimes, she whispered his name, and sometimes he responded by kissing the tip of her nose—a little
               overspill from her dreams.
            

            
            It was the bedsheets that brought her into the here and now: their crispness, and that hotel smell. It took Carly six weeks
               to succumb and wash Ter’s aroma out of her—their—bedsheets, but a hint of it remained, even after she’d laundered both sets half a dozen times. His sweat, sebum, cologne,
               and shampoo smells were deep in the fibers, and Carly was okay with that. All she got in the opening moments of that Thanksgiving
               morning, though, was the chlorine-tinted whiff of industrial-grade detergent.
            

            
            Her eyes fluttered, then opened. Reality flowed in like an old television set blooming to life, steadily gaining color and
               detail. Carly waited a few seconds for everything to settle, both in her mind and in her heart (she was quite used to her
               heart beginning each day with a moment of bushy-tailed forgetfulness, then sinking as the real world seeped in). She sat up,
               wiped her eyes, and yawned. Anthony was not in his bed. Probably in the bathroom. Carly took a big gulp from the glass of
               water she’d placed on the nightstand before getting into bed. The last sleepy cobwebs were rinsed from her mind.
            

            
            As Carly set the glass down, she realized it was all very quiet in the bathroom. No rustling or coughing. No peeing or running-water sounds. Fine, but there was no exhaust fan, either, and the fan was wired in with the light switch, which meant the light wasn’t on in there. Carly pulled back the bedsheets, then noticed that Anthony’s phone was not on the nightstand and his sneakers were not next to the bed. She knew they had been there because he’d lazily kicked them off and she’d set them to one side so that she wouldn’t trip over them if she got
               up to pee in the night.
            

            
            “Anthony?” she called out. No response. Ordinarily, the first alarm bells would not have chimed so stridently, but Anthony
               was in a delicate, unpredictable space, and Carly immediately feared the worst: that he’d had a change of heart and gone back
               to Toledo. Perhaps his inner therapist had convinced him that facing his demons was better than running away from them.
            

            
            Carly got out of bed and crossed to the bathroom door in a few hurried steps. She knocked. No answer. She tried the door and
               it swung open, confirming what she already knew: Anthony wasn’t in there.
            

            
            She willed herself not to panic, even though she was most of the way there. Just because Anthony wasn’t in this room didn’t
               mean he’d returned to Toledo. He might have gone to pick up coffee and bagels from Dunkin’. Maybe he was getting something
               from the car—his phone charger, perhaps, or a fresh T-shirt. He might even have gone for a brisk morning walk to clear his
               head. Heaven knows, Carly had put in her fair share of sidewalk miles over the past four months or so.
            

            
            All possibilities, but they did little to calm her. Somewhat vacantly, she walked to the room door, opened it, and looked
               both ways down the hallway. Was she really expecting to see Anthony step off the elevator holding two large cups of coffee?
               Of course not, but she was still disappointed when it didn’t happen.
            

            
            “Shit,” she said under her breath. She ducked back into the room, her heart increasing in tempo. Anthony’s bag was at the
               foot of his bed. A good sign. She checked her purse, rooting through the contents and in the little pockets. His keys were
               gone. Not a good sign.
            

            
            Carly flew to the window but couldn’t see where she’d parked the car from this room. She flew to her phone next, grabbed it,
               and called Anthony.
            

            
            “Come on, baby,” she whispered. “Pick up the phone.”

            
            Straight to voicemail.

            
            “Okay,” she said after the beep, trying not to sound as panicked as she felt. “Where are you, kiddo? Not gonna lie—Mom’s a
               little worried. Call me, okay?”
            

            
            Knowing it was futile, but needing to do something, Carly switched her pajamas for sweatpants and a T-shirt, snagged the key
               card, and went down to the lobby. She checked the breakfast room. There were a few people in there, but Anthony was not one
               of them. She checked the pool and the gym, then ran out to the parking lot. The car was gone. Carly knew it was gone, but it hit her like a ten-pound sledgehammer just the same. She called Anthony again on the way back to her room
               and got the same voicemail message.
            

            
            “Anthony, I’m trying to stay cool here. You’ve gone somewhere, maybe for a drive, maybe to grab coffee, but you didn’t leave a text. You know, a note.” This was supposed to be a lighthearted gibe but it came out sounding bitter. “And now your phone is on Do Not Disturb.
               What am I supposed to make of that? At what point do I go nuclear?”
            

            
            Carly stormed back into her room. Even more questions slalomed through her head, and she tried using her analytical cop mind
               to break them down. How long should she wait for Anthony to come back, and when would it be reasonable to assume that he wasn’t coming back? What time did he leave? Would he call her eventually? Why hadn’t he left her a message? Carly grabbed her pillow and slammed it against the bed, over and over, then punched it until her knuckles
               were sore. She sometimes blurred the line between being a cop and a mother, but neither skill helped her now.
            

            
            She waited. What else could she do? 7:10 became 7:20, then 7:25. Carly punched the pillows again. Her phone lit up. She pounced
               at it, fully expecting to see a message from Anthony telling her that he was on his way back—that she was silly to worry so
               much, and he had hot, fresh coffee for them both. Instead, she read an automated text from her local gym, wishing all its
               members a happy Thanksgiving. Carly damn near threw the phone across the room.
            

            
            7:35. The fifty minutes since waking had been among the longest of her life. She considered calling the Toledo Police Department and playing her trusty cop card. It was too soon, though. She could probably persuade them to drive by the house in Lagrange to see if Anthony’s car was there, but she didn’t know for sure that he was heading that way. Maybe he was cruising the streets of Bowling Green, contemplating his life choices, or going somewhere else entirely. 

            
            “Dana’s place,” Carly said. She didn’t know how likely that was, but it made a certain kind of sense. They worked for the
               same crooked, piece-of-shit meth dealer, after all. Maybe there was unfinished business between them. At the very least, Dana
               might have a better idea what was going on in Anthony’s head or where he might have gone.
            

            
            Carly was still clutching her phone. Its screen was smeared with sweat. She wiped it on her T-shirt and brought up Dana’s
               number. The chances of her answering were slim, Carly knew. She’d been hitting the Kotter’s Gold heavily last night, drinking
               her self-loathing away. It might be awhile before she surfaced—even longer before she picked up a call from Carly.
            

            
            We’re history, Carly had said to her only, what . . . seven hours ago? I never want to see or hear from you again.
            

            
            Carly called. No answer. No surprise. It rang, at least, before going to voicemail, which meant Dana didn’t have DND activated.
               The ringtone obviously wasn’t loud enough to permeate her bourbon-infused sleep.
            

            
            Carly left a message: “Dana . . . I don’t know where Anthony is. He wasn’t in the hotel room when I woke up this morning and
               he’s not returning my calls.” The next words came out on the back of an anguished sigh: “I could really use your help. Call
               me.”
            

            
            The strength went out of her legs. She sagged onto the bed. A single clear thought cut through the panicky lights in her mind:
               She would not sit around waiting. Doing something, even if it ended up being the wrong thing, was better than doing nothing at all. Again,
               she considered calling the police in Toledo, but knew she could get to Lagrange quicker than it would take for them to drive
               by the house, perhaps knock on the door, and report back.
            

            
            She opened Uber on her phone. There were no cars in the area. Carly sighed again, exasperated and anguished now. She brushed her teeth, slipped into her jeans, then packed her and Anthony’s things and checked out.
            

            
            A direct-line phone on the front desk connected her to a local taxi company. They were running cars on Thanksgiving, but it
               was a reduced service with increased wait times. Carly gave her info, thinking it was her best option. She waited in the breakfast
               area, sipping a characterless black coffee—the only thing she could stomach.
            

            
            Her taxi arrived at 8:10. Carly tossed the bags into the trunk and got in the back. The driver asked where she was going.

            
            “I don’t know,” she said. It took everything not to cry.

            
            The driver stared at her via the rearview mirror. He was an older man with a jaded aura and compassionless eyes, as if his
               adult years had been built on the loose earth of missed opportunities. Carly couldn’t look at him.
            

            
            “Toledo,” she said. It was as good a place to start as any. If Anthony wasn’t at the house, she’d make her way to Black Ash
               and pound on Dana’s door until she’d roused her from the intemperate climate of her dreams.
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            Stone Free was a forty-one-year-old ex-con who lived in his parents’ garage and operated his black-market firearm business
               out his sister’s shitbox house in Reno Beach. Fortunately for Anthony, he was an early-morning kind of guy, and he had no
               problem working Thanksgiving if there was some green at the end of it for him. Anthony still had Stone Free’s number from
               when Mardi had hooked them up, and Anthony had purchased the Sig P365 that had ended up in Colm’s possession. (Over the last
               twenty-four hours, Anthony had frequently fantasized that he’d pulled the Sig from his waistband in the nick of time and pumped
               rounds into Colm [two in the skull], the driver [motherfucker], and the lion in the passenger seat, leaving them dead in the
               Happy Days parking lot while he got back in his car and drove south to the Sunshine State.)
            

            
            At around the time that his mom was frantically checking the lobby and pool area of the Best Western in Bowling Green, Anthony—sitting in a Starbucks fourteen miles north—found Stone Free in his contacts and made the call. He’d at least waited until after seven a.m. 

            
            Stone Free picked up on the second ring. “If I don’t recognize your number, that means I don’t fucking know you. So fuck off.”

            
            “You do know me,” Anthony said. “It’s Florida.” This is how Mardi had introduced him—Anthony preferred not to use his real
               name. “I’m a friend of Mardi’s.”
            

            
            “Mardi? That skinny-ass Cajun motherfucker.”

            
            “Uh-huh.”

            
            “Fuck him.” Stone Free took a bite out of something and made moist chewing sounds over the line. “Someone’ll put a bullet
               in his back one day. You mark my words.”
            

            
            Anthony closed his eyes, remembering the blood pouring from the exit wound beneath Mardi’s right eye, and the dull splash
               his body had made hitting the bottom of the grave.
            

            
            “You hooked me up a couple of months ago,” Anthony continued. He pressed the heel of his palm to his forehead and eased the
               memory away. “I could use your help again.”
            

            
            “Florida, huh?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “Mardi give you my number?”

            
            “You did. When we met. You told me I could call if I needed anything else.” Anthony opened his eyes. A light snow blew beyond
               the windows, dusting the parking lot. “So here I am.”
            

            
            Stone Free took another mouthful of breakfast, mulling this over. He chomped, swallowed, and said, “Maaaaybe I remember.”
            

            
            “Okay. Good.”

            
            “Black kid?”

            
            “Yeah.” Anthony rolled his eyes. “You told me you were restoring a sixty-six Mustang. I told you my uncle had a sixty-eight, but he ran it into a ditch, drunk off his ass.” This was a lie. Uncle Efrem had a 1968 Torino, not a Mustang, that he’d sold to Floyd Mayweather. Anthony had adjusted the story to better build rapport. 

            
            “Right,” Stone Free said. He’d stopped eating but his mouth still made wet sounds.

            
            “I’ve got cash,” Anthony said.

            
            “Good to know.” Stone Free cleared his throat and spat. “My Lions play today. Kickoff’s at twelve-thirty, so we can do this
               before or after, not during.”
            

            
            “Before,” Anthony said firmly. “I can be at your sister’s house for eight a.m.”

            
            “I’ll see you there.”
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            Whenever doubt crept in, it did so like an uninvited guest at a party, entering silently through the back door, then skulking
               around until it was noticed and chased away. The awkward shape of Anthony’s anger did most of the security work, but that
               four-piece mantra backed it up. Eliminate. Avenge. Atone. Sleep. It almost sounded like music, as rousing as an orchestra,
               as centering as whale song.
            

            
            He looked at his phone only when he had to but noticed there were two voicemails from his mom. Anthony didn’t need to listen
               to them to know that she was concerned—scared, even. And angry. He had considered sending her a message to let her know that he was okay, that he was just tying up some
               loose ends, but that felt like a concession—something that might take on water and eventually sink his sense of purpose. Anthony
               couldn’t let that happen. Besides, if everything went to plan, it would all be over very soon. Then he would call his mom and arrange to pick her up. The drive to Florida would be smoother without his emotions constantly grinding
               and churning. He might even smile on occasion.
            

            
            Of course, he recognized that she would eventually put two and two together. Investigating Warner, she’d learn that he had been shot to death on Thanksgiving morning, at around the time that Anthony went AWOL. Would she confront him about it, or let it slide? And if she did decide to question him, maybe he’d turn the tables on her—ask her about whatever it was she’d done with Dana. Something bad,
               apparently. Something terrible. Looks like we’ve both got secrets, Mom, he’d say to her. Who wants to share first?
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            Anthony reached Reno Beach at 7:50, the sky a blustery white, snow swirling but not settling. In the summer it might be more,
               but at the tail-end of November it wasn’t much of a place. He drove along roads barely wide enough for one vehicle, past small
               houses, some tidy, others weather-swept. He didn’t pass another car or see a single person.
            

            
            Stone Free’s sister lived along a gravel road—little more than a trail—so close to the edge of Lake Erie that she could probably
               leap out of a back window and hit the water. Her house needed love in every department: A new roof, new windows, new siding—a
               lick of paint, at the very least. The front yard was a mess of weeds. Anthony pulled across the driveway, blocking in Stone
               Free’s SUV: a rusting Suburban not much smaller than the house.
            

            
            Anthony got out of his car and flipped up his hood. The wind was particularly strong blowing off the lake and the snow biting.
               He noticed the window blinds twitch as he started down the driveway, then Stone Free came to the front door. He had a sandwich
               in one hand—more breakfast—and a semiautomatic pistol in the other.
            

            
            “Lower that hood, boy,” he yelled.

            
            Anthony lowered his hood and used his hand to shield the blowing snow.

            
            “Lower that hand.”

            
            Anthony lowered his hand, too. He stood in the driveway squinting, shoulders hunched.

            
            “Yeah, I remember you,” Stone Free said. He ripped a chunk out of his sandwich. “Come on in.”

            
            The house needed even more love on the inside. The mess was one thing (there was a stack of empty pizza boxes beneath the table that Anthony was sure had been there when he came with Mardi in September), but there were holes in the ceiling and doors, the carpet was threadbare, and there was flood damage halfway up the walls. Stone Free’s sister sat in a filthy La-Z-Boy watching Rick and Morty on a TV too large for the room. She smoked weed and didn’t look at Anthony once.
            

            
            A dog barked in another room—Johnson, Anthony remembered. He’d never met Johnson, thankfully, but he was a big dog, judging
               by his gruff, bassy woof. Stone Free flapped the hand holding the sandwich and gave Anthony the same line as before: “We keep
               Johnson locked up when we got customers. Better hope he don’t get out. He don’t like Black fellas.”
            

            
            They walked past the room with Johnson inside—he scratched frantically at the door, making Anthony jump—and toward a door
               at the end of the hallway. It was little more than a closet, with a naked bulb hanging from the ceiling and firearms mounted
               on the walls—pistols on one side, rifles on the other. There were other weapons arranged on a small table: shuriken, nunchaku,
               switchblade knives, katanas, a box of grenades. Stone Free ate his sandwich as Anthony surveyed the goods—or the bads, depending on one’s point of view.
            

            
            Anthony was not a gun guy. He’d be the first to admit that he was playing at being a street kid, but until he’d moved to Ohio the only guns he’d fired were in video games. Doubt crept into the party
               again, disrupting the vengeful vibe. Perhaps it would be better to shitcan the whole idea, call his mom, and drive back to
               Florida like the wounded cub that he was. Then he thought of the four pieces—the flawless circle.
            

            
            “I need something that can do real damage,” he said to Stone Free. “It needs to be able to cut through steel and glass and
               fire quickly.”
            

            
            Stone Free crammed the last of the sandwich into his mouth, chomped, and swallowed. He tucked the pistol he was carrying into
               the back pocket of his jeans and selected another from the wall. Johnson approved his choice with a series of reverberating
               woofs.
            

            
            “This here is your Desert Eagle in .50 Action Express. She’s one serious motherfucker of a gun. The rounds are almost half
               an inch fat, seven in the mag, one in the chute, but she got some kick, so you’ll need to hold on if you want accuracy with
               your speed.”
            

            
            He slapped the pistol into Anthony’s open palm. It was huge compared to the Sig P365. Anthony racked the slide like he knew what he was doing and stared down the sights. 

            
            “It’s a lot of gun,” he said.

            
            “She don’t fuck around,” Stone Free agreed.

            
            “How much?”

            
            “She retails in the neighborhood of eighteen hundred, but I’ll give you my Black Friday price a day early.” Stone Free lifted
               his ratty Detroit Lions tee and hooked a wad of fluff from his bellybutton. “You can take her away for thirteen, and God bless
               America.”
            

            
            “Hmm.” That was too rich for Anthony’s blood, especially considering he’d only use it once, then dump it in the Buffalo River.
               He handed the cannon back. “Show me something else.”
            

            
            “Anything calling your name?”

            
            Anthony pointed out one of the rifles. Stone Free took it down and handed it over.

            
            “The PSA Sabre in 5.56, built on the AR-15 platform—America’s number one choice for home defense.” Stone Free ran a hand through
               his greasy black beard and elevated his chin with patriotic pride. “She, too, is a serious motherfucker.”
            

            
            “How much?”

            
            “Retail? An even G.”

            
            “Your early Black Friday price?”

            
            Stone Free sucked something off the tip of one finger—perhaps the ketchup from his sandwich or the fluff from his bellybutton—and
               gave this a moment’s consideration. “She’s yours for eight hunnert.”
            

            
            “Seven,” Anthony countered. Seven was all he had. He removed the bills from his wallet, fresh out of the ATM, no counterfeits.
               “I’ll need a box of ammo, too.”
            

            
            Stone Free made a show of considering this offer, clicking his tongue, shaking his head, scratching the flaky skin on his throat, but the sight of all that green proved too tempting to resist. “Ah, fuck it,” he said, and held out his hand to shake on the deal—the hand with the finger that he’d sucked and stuck into his bellybutton. Anthony didn’t shake. He slapped the money into Stone Free’s open palm without making skin-to-skin contact. Stone Free nodded and displayed a dirty grin. 

            
            “You just bought yourself a damn fine lady,” he said. “Happy T-Day, Florida.”

            
            Johnson continued to bark and scratch at the door.
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            Anthony placed the Sabre in his trunk. It didn’t come with a case, but he secured it between the two boxes packed with his
               stuff. It wouldn’t move around too much, but even if it did, it wasn’t loaded.
            

            
            He got behind the wheel and punched “Antelope Falls” into his Waze app. It was an hour and forty-two minutes from Reno Beach.
               ETA: 9:48 a.m. Again, he suffered a moment’s uncertainty but quickly shooed it away. His mom’s voice rang in his mind: Every corrupt son of a bitch I take down makes it a little easier for me to sleep at night.
            

            
            He put his music on—loud, hostile, and incendiary—and drove through the blowing snow to his destination.
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            Dana was woken by a fire alarm going off on her floor—a single-station alarm. They went off once a month or so, usually someone
               burning bacon or toast in their kitchen. Nobody ever evacuated the building, not unless they wanted to get away from the noise.
               One day, Dana thought, it would be a real goddamn fire, and everybody would get burned to a crisp. Shit, maybe today was that day.
            

            
            She rose reluctantly from her bed, head-woozy and nauseous. It was 8:23 a.m. She’d gotten some sleep. Four hours, maybe? Five? Dana wasn’t sure when she went to bed, only that it had taken half a bottle of Kotter’s Gold to numb her woes. Those woes were present this morning, of course, and more besides—mainly of the hangover variety. She shuffled into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water from the filter pitcher in the fridge. Sipping it, she reflected on the night before. The truths. The bitterness. The heartache. It had played out the way it was meant to, she supposed, with Carly ending their friendship and taking Anthony back to Florida. Sad . . . tragic, even, but inevitable. At least she wouldn’t have to lie anymore. 

            
            Although it appeared her interaction with Carly wasn’t completely dead. Dana picked up her phone from where it was charging
               on the countertop and noticed that her old friend had called and left voicemail at 7:36 a.m. Dana frowned. What could be so
               important that she needed to be in touch that early in the day? Perhaps she was calling to double down on her threat to bring
               in the Feds and the DEA and take Dana down if she was still attached to Warner. Or had she had a change of heart and wanted
               to meet with Dana, discuss her many bad decisions, and see if she could help?
            

            
            “Not likely,” Dana mumbled. She finished her water and slid her phone across the countertop. Whatever Carly had called to
               say, it couldn’t be good. Perhaps she’d had a car accident—had fallen asleep at the wheel, run into a streetlight, and wanted
               to blame Dana for that. Or maybe she and Anthony had had a huge fight and Anthony had run away.
            

            
            That was likely, Dana thought. They were both broken, tired, and hotheaded; the conditions were ideal for fireworks. Dana wouldn’t
               know for sure, though, until she’d listened to the voicemail, which she wasn’t prepared to do with the fire alarm blaring
               in her other ear. Also, she needed painkillers, hot coffee, and a hot shower. Then, maybe, she’d listen to what Carly had to say.
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            It was a twenty-eight-minute drive from Bowling Green to Anthony’s house in Toledo. His former house, hopefully, although Carly prayed that she would find him there. She’d already decided that she would approach this with diplomacy and motherly love, although she was raging inside. Her twenty-eight minutes with the taxi driver didn’t help. He said nothing the whole way, only listened to sports on the radio and coughed into the crook of his elbow. It was his miserable energy. He was like a person-shaped black hole pulling all the light and positivity into it. As soon as they hit the Toledo city limits, Carly checked Uber to see if there were any cars in the area. There were, and plenty of them. If she had to go to Black Ash and bang on Dana’s door, she wouldn’t be going with this guy. 

            
            She checked her phone constantly. Nothing from Anthony or Dana. At 8:32, crossing back over the Maumee, she tried calling
               Anthony again. He was still on DND, which meant he was avoiding her. Carly couldn’t imagine why. Toledo, Black Ash—this little
               chunk of Ohio and Michigan—had been nothing but bad for him. She’d been so close to getting him out of here.
            

            
            His car wasn’t in the driveway or parked on the road outside the Lagrange house. Carly paid Mr. Soulless and got out of the
               taxi. She walked up the porch steps for the third and hopefully final time of her life and banged on the door. Maybe someone
               was home—there always seemed to be a houseful of people whenever she called Anthony—and that someone might be able to point her in the right direction. Nobody answered, though. Carly went around and tried the back door, looking through
               the window (glimpsing, for one nightmarish moment, Trent Collier lying dead on the kitchen floor), but the house was empty.
            

            
            She trudged back around front, sat on the porch steps, and wondered—as she had at the hotel—how long she should wait for Anthony
               to either show up or contact her. The answer: About as long as it took for an Uber to arrive. She opened the app and booked
               a car. It was four minutes away.
            

            
            As Carly waited, it occurred to her that Dana was her last hope. If Dana didn’t know where Anthony was or might be heading,
               then Carly would have nothing to go on. At that point, she would contact the police in Toledo, Bowling Green, and perhaps
               Black Ash, too. It was far too soon for Anthony to be considered a missing person, but she could at least give them a description
               of him and his car. Something might come up.
            

            
            Another thought chiseled its way into her mind—a ludicrous idea, certainly, but once it had taken hold it was hard to shake: What if Anthony and Dana had run away together? Carly recalled Anthony’s mildly flirtatious texts on Dana’s phone and the hug they’d shared last night. It had been a clumsy hug, but Carly remembered it differently now—a knowing look, a lingering touch. Had those things been real, or was she imagining them? Maybe Dana messaged Anthony to say that she was leaving town, and Anthony had stolen away in the night to go with her. 

            
            “Not a chance,” Carly said, but there was an edge of doubt in her voice.

            
            Her Uber arrived. She tossed hers and Anthony’s bags onto the back seat and got in. The driver was cheery, at least. She was
               young with a big smile and a stereo tuned to Top 20 hits. Her name was Juanita, according to the app. Juanita bopped her head
               as she drove and sang along softly, hitting most of the lyrics.
            

            
            “You heading to Black Ash for Thanksgiving?” she asked.

            
            “No,” Carly replied, then under her breath: “I have no thanks to give.”

            
            Juanita heard her, though. She said, “My granddaddy says that you can’t control the wind, but you can adjust your sails. That’s a piece of wisdom that’s got me through some pretty tough times.”
            

            
            “Well, sounds to me like your granddaddy is an extremely smart man,” Carly said. It was trite advice, not dissimilar to that
               old chestnut about making lemonade out of lemons, but Juanita’s sweetness and good intention sent a ripple of warmth through
               Carly, and heaven knows she needed it.
            

            
            Dana called just after they crossed the Michigan state line. Carly’s heart leapt at the sound of her ringtone, and she juggled
               her phone for a moment before managing to accept the call.
            

            
            “Tell me he’s with you,” she said. No hello. No thanks for calling back. Just this.

            
            “Why would he be with me?” A gruff reply. Carly could hear the hangover in Dana’s voice—even in this one sentence.

            
            “I don’t know,” Carly said, wondering what Dana could hear in her voice: Desperation certainly. Torment. Bafflement. “I don’t know anything, Dana. I’m grasping at straws here.”
            

            
            “You go to the house?”

            
            “I just came from there. Nobody home.”

            
            “I assume he took the car?”

            
            “Yes. I’m in an Uber right now, heading toward Black Ash.”

            
            “Well, he’s not here,” Dana insisted. “Not with me, at least. Hand to God.”

            
            “Like I said, I’m grasping at straws.” Carly shook her head, looking out the window. They were on U.S. 23 heading north, the
               road she’d traveled south on only hours before—relieved to put Dana and Black Ash behind her. Once again, everything had been
               knocked on its ass. Carly was getting used to this feeling, and she didn’t like it one bit.
            

            
            “Anthony went through a lot,” Dana said. Her voice was clearer—her brain operating on one cylinder now as opposed to zero.
               “Maybe he went for a long drive to help get his head straight.”
            

            
            “I thought about that,” Carly said. “But no. He would’ve called or left a message so that I wouldn’t worry.”

            
            “Well, you know him better than I do.”

            
            “That’s right. And it’s the fact that he hasn’t texted or returned my calls that makes me think he’s doing something I won’t like.”
            

            
            “Maybe. Maybe not. If he found a mountain to climb or some other Zen place, he might not have a phone signal.”

            
            Carly hadn’t considered this possibility, but it didn’t feel right. “No. He’s up to something. I can feel it. A mother’s intuition.”

            
            There was a long pause. Carly cupped her brow, feeling hot and uncomfortable in the back of the Uber. She hadn’t showered
               or eaten. It was 9:10. She’d hoped to be most of the way through Ohio by this time, closing in on West Virginia.
            

            
            “Listen,” Dana said. “I know I’m not your favorite person right now, but if I can do anything to help—”

            
            “Maybe make some calls?” Carly said desperately. The offer of help from the friend she’d just severed ties with made her feel
               awful and grateful in equal measure. “You . . . operate in the same circles. Who does he know? Where does he hang out?”
            

            
            Another pause. Perhaps Dana didn’t care for Carly’s choice of words, but how else could she phrase it?

            
            “I’m sorry, Dana. I’m worried, I’m scared, and—”
            

            
            “He sometimes came to Stars Align, but it’s closed today,” Dana said. “I don’t know who he kicked around with socially, expect for Mardi and Daran, and they’re both dead.” 

            
            “How about the man who killed them?” Carly asked. She’d tried to keep her voice down, but Juanita’s eyes flicked up at her
               in the rearview. “Warner?”
            

            
            “What about him?”

            
            “Do you think Anthony might try to confront him?”

            
            Saying this out loud ignited a spark at the back of Carly’s mind. It happened in her police work all the time. Christopher
               Myles, her old partner, called it heuristic processing. Carly always called it a hunch. “Did he talk about his anger toward
               Warner? Did he mention getting revenge?”
            

            
            A third pause, perhaps the shortest, but Carly waited through it like a woman clinging to a rock face.

            
            “He was distraught,” Dana said at last. “He said . . . stuff, but I’m sure it was just his emotions talking.”
            

            
            “Jesus Christ,” Carly said. She covered her eyes with her free hand, as if to shut out the world. The idea of Anthony killing—having
               to live with what she had lived with for the past twenty-four years—filled her with sickness. Carly told herself it was a
               preposterous notion, highly unlikely. This was Anthony, her son, her baby. But she was reminded of a quote she’d read many years ago—perhaps in a self-help book or graffitied on a restroom wall:
               History doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes.

            
            “I’ll call Warner,” Dana said. Her voice had the effect of a mild electric shock. Carly jolted upright, alert, switched on.
               “Shit, I’m fifteen minutes from his house. I’ll drive out there, okay?”
            

            
            “Okay. Thanks, Dana.” Carly forced herself to breathe. “Let me know what you find.”

            
            “Of course.”

            
            “I’m . . .” Carly leaned forward, looking at the ETA on Juanita’s GPS. “. . . forty-four minutes away. However this plays
               out, I could really use some company right now.”
            

            
            “I’m here for you,” Dana said.

            
            “Thank you.”

            
            Carly ended the call and sat clutching her phone. The scenery scrolled by—open fields dotted with farmhouses and barns, the occasional little church, all sprinkled with sugary snow. She’d think it quite pretty, under normal circumstances. 

            
            Juanita’s big brown eyes brushed over hers in the rearview. They were still bright with sweetness and good intention.

            
            “Sounds to me like you have some thanks to give,” she said.
            

            
            Carly nodded and replied, “I think I just adjusted my sails.”
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            Would Anthony really be that stupid? He knew how well-protected Warner was—how smart he was. More to the point, he’d witnessed firsthand what Warner could do.
            

            
            Dana sat staring at her phone, recalling Anthony sitting exactly where she was now, looking especially vulnerable with a towel
               wrapped around his waist and tears in his eyes. Warner needs to pay for what he did, he’d said, and he wasn’t talking about involving the authorities—unlike his mom when she’d said the same thing. There are other ways of getting to him.
            

            
            Anthony liked Dana. A little too much. He’d suggested they run away together, escape Warner’s influence, either to Florida or to wherever she wanted to go
               (something Dana had omitted sharing with Carly). His May-December fantasies were nothing Dana ever wanted to indulge, but
               she knew Anthony respected her on some level, and that was something she could work with.
            

            
            Dana thought that if she called Anthony, there was a good chance he’d pick up—or call her back when he received the notification. Maybe if she came
               through here, found Anthony, brought him in safely from wherever he was, Carly wouldn’t think she was such a terrible person.
            

            
            She brought up his number and dialed.

            
            Voicemail.

            
            “Hey, Anthony. Listen, I’ve been thinking about you . . . about what you said. I just want to talk. Give me a call, okay?”

            
            Dana put the phone down next to her on the sofa, thinking she’d left a good-size piece of bait on the line.

            
            Sure enough, he called less than a minute later.
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            “Anthony.”

            
            “Hey,” he said, and then, “Did my mom ask you to call me?”

            
            “She didn’t,” Dana replied. It was the truth; in her upset, she hadn’t thought to ask, or had assumed Anthony wouldn’t return
               her call, either. “She’s concerned about you, though.”
            

            
            “I know.”

            
            “Running out on her like that? Not cool.”

            
            “I know.”

            
            “Where are you?”

            
            Dead air . . . or not quite. Dana heard the drone of his car engine and the whoosh of other vehicles on the road, moving fast.
               A highway, probably. Certainly nowhere with a 25 mile-an-hour speed limit—the road leading to Warner’s house, for instance.
            

            
            “I’m sitting under a tree, seeking enlightenment,” he replied. It sounded like he was speaking through gritted teeth. “It’s
               not really working, but these things take time.”
            

            
            “You’re driving, Anthony. I can hear your car.”

            
            “Aw shit. Busted.”

            
            “Busted,” Dana echoed. Her head was still thumping. The four Advil she’d taken hadn’t kicked in yet. “You’re not thinking
               about doing anything stupid, are you?”
            

            
            “I’ve been doing stupid things since the day my dad died,” Anthony answered. “Why stop now?”

            
            “Are you anywhere near Black Ash?”

            
            No reply. Only the engine’s steady hum.

            
            “Why don’t you come here?” Dana suggested. “My place. Whatever you’re going through, we can work it out together.”

            
            Anthony started to respond—three or four cracked syllables that died in his throat. He drew a shaky breath to try again. Dana imagined him blinking tears from his eyes to keep his vision from blurring at high speed. 

            
            “Tell my mom not to worry about me,” he said a few seconds later, but everything about his tone prompted extreme concern.
               “I’ll call her soon.”
            

            
            Dana started to say that he should call her now, then realized she couldn’t hear the drone of Anthony’s car. He’d already hung up.
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            She lowered the phone from her ear and didn’t move again for a full minute. Her mind churned, working through the thick soup
               of her hangover. Taking Carly’s threat seriously, Dana had intended to spend the day packing and wallowing in self-pity—had
               even dragged a couple of suitcases from the back of her closet at two in the morning. Those plans were temporarily on hold.
            

            
            Carly answered the phone on the first ring.

            
            “I spoke to Anthony,” Dana said.

            
            “You did?” There followed a breakneck stream of questions that Dana tried but couldn’t keep up with. She let Carly catch a breath,
               then attempted to summarize the call in a few simple sentences:
            

            
            “Listen, he’s clearly upset and trying to sort through some stuff. When I asked where he was, he said he was under a tree
               seeking enlightenment. He also said that you shouldn’t worry about him and that he’ll call you soon.”
            

            
            Carly took a moment to digest this, then asked, “Why would he return your call and not mine?”

            
            “I don’t know, Carly. You’d have to ask him that.” Dana glanced at the photo of them both on the windowsill. The snow danced
               across the gray sky beyond, forming a cold backdrop. “You’re his mom. An authority figure. Maybe, given everything, he feels
               I’d be less judgmental right now.”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Carly said. “Maybe.”

            
            “Hang in there,” Dana said. “I’ll see you soon, okay? You need my address?”

            
            “No. I made a note of it last night.”

            
            Gathering information, Dana thought, like a cop. Maybe she’d need it for when she called on her friends at the DEA. Dana’s mouth trembled. She turned away from the photo on the windowsill, said goodbye to Carly, and ended the call. 
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            Anthony had said that he’d been doing stupid things since the day his dad died. No argument there. Dana sat for several minutes
               and again contemplated if he would go after Warner. Tell my mom not to worry about me, he’d said. I’ll call her soon. These didn’t sound like the words of someone who was about to do something dangerous—suicidal, even.
            

            
            Unless, of course, he’d already done that dangerous thing. Dana looked at the photo of her and Carly again, staring into the
               young women’s eyes as two movies played in her mind. One was of her and Carly killing Trent Collier—his throat cut open, the
               switchblade knife sunk in his temple, the bloodstained kitchen. The other, conjured by her imagination, portrayed Anthony
               passing through Warner’s front gates, being admitted into the house, then pulling a pistol from his waistband and shooting
               Warner in the throat. Warner squirmed on the kitchen floor. His and Trent’s faces blurred and blended. So did Anthony’s and
               Carly’s. The blood was the same.
            

            
            She picked up her phone and called Warner. No answer. It was a holiday, why should he answer? Only, he usually did when Dana
               called; after all, she dealt with his delinquent work force and counted his money.
            

            
            A cold feeling leaked into Dana’s stomach. While still unlikely, the idea that Anthony had already gotten to Warner gained
               traction. She hesitated for a few seconds, then grabbed her phone and jacket, slipped into her sneakers, and left her apartment.
               Three minutes later, she was in her car driving toward Antelope Falls.
            

            
            The streets were quieter than usual, and she made good time. With every mile, though, the icy feeling in her stomach spread,
               and the movie in her mind gained definition. Dana had all but convinced herself that this graphic fiction had become a reality
               when her phone rang.
            

            
            “Happy Thanksgiving,” Warner said when she answered. He sounded as cool and slick as ever. Dana didn’t think she’d ever be relieved to hear his voice, but here she was. 

            
            “Same,” she said. She didn’t mean it.

            
            “I missed your call. I was in the shower.” He gave her a few seconds to speak, then helped her along. “I assume you need something?”

            
            He was fine. The same old Warner. Nothing to worry about. Dana imagined him sitting in one of his modern but uncomfortable
               chairs, perhaps wearing a silk bathrobe and sipping a mimosa.
            

            
            “Dana?”

            
            “Yeah, sorry. I, uh . . . I didn’t want to bother you on Thanksgiving. I just thought you should know that Anthony has gone
               back to Florida with his mom.”
            

            
            He didn’t respond immediately. He tapped his teeth and purred, perhaps cogitating on the hell he’d put Anthony through. Finally,
               he said, “That’s a shame, but perhaps to be expected.”
            

            
            Dana sneered, trying to maintain her focus on driving, which was challenging enough through the haze of her hangover. She
               continued toward Warner’s house, currently navigating the private road that twisted up through the wooded hills. She didn’t
               expect to see Anthony’s Mazda parked at the top, with Anthony in one of the trees, scanning the many tall windows through
               the scope of a sniper rifle, but why not cross all the t’s and dot all the i’s since she was almost there?
            

            
            “You were right about him,” Warner said now. She imagined him scowling; it no doubt pained him to have to admit this. “I thought
               he was ready, but I was wrong.”
            

            
            “Okay,” Dana said.

            
            “I should have listened to you.”

            
            “Mm-hmm.”

            
            A brief silence. Dana approached his property. She rounded the final bend and saw an empty road. No Mazda parked off to the
               side. A few squirrels in the trees, but that was all. Her stomach started to thaw and the fictional movie playing in her head
               faded to black.
            

            
            “Was there anything else?” Warner asked.

            
            Dana considered telling him that she was leaving town, too, but didn’t want to give him the opportunity to talk her out of it. Not that he would. If Carly contacted the right people, the DEA, and maybe the Feds, would be opening a file with Warner’s name on the front very soon, and Dana didn’t want any of that smoke. I’m giving you a four-day head start—enough time to run, Carly had said, and Dana intended to take full advantage of that slender lead.
            

            
            “Nothing else,” she said.

            
            “Okay. Well . . . happy turkey day, girl. Stay out of trouble.” Warner ended the call. Dana drove past his house at that precise
               moment, slowing down to look through the main gate. Anthony’s Mazda was not in the driveway. Of course it wasn’t—the kid wasn’t that stupid, after all—but she felt better for having checked.
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            9:52. Dana drove through downtown Antelope Falls, past Stars Align (thinking she’d set foot in that joint for the last time),
               heading back to Black Ash. Her phone lit up again. It was Carly this time.
            

            
            “I’m standing outside your apartment building,” she said, sounding exasperated and annoyed. “You’re not answering your buzzer.”

            
            “Yeah, sorry,” Dana said. “I’m in Antelope Falls. I just checked out Warner’s place. I spoke to him, too.”

            
            “And?”

            
            “No sign of Anthony,” Dana said, stopping at a red light on Main. “I’ll be with you in ten. If you’re cold, there’s a Starbucks
               on Surrey Street, three blocks west.”
            

            
            “I’ll wait here,” Carly said.

            
            The light turned green. Dana pulled forward, momentarily taking her eyes off the road to end the call and quickly check her
               messages—five seconds, perhaps, where she wasn’t paying complete attention to her surroundings, but long enough for her not
               to notice Anthony’s Mazda roll up to the same intersection and turn right on Main, heading toward Warner’s house.
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            Six missed calls. Four were from his mom. She’d tried calling him again, twice, on the long drive from Reno Beach to Antelope
               Falls, leaving messages both times. One was from Jonathan, asking what time he and Daran were coming over for the football
               game (the plan they’d made a few days ago, when Daran was still alive, before everything had been knocked on its ass). The
               last call was from Dionne, a girl he’d met at Noir last Saturday night, wishing him a happy Thanksgiving and just happening
               to mention that she’d be at the club again tomorrow night. She’d messaged him, too, and dropped a couple of hugs and kisses
               on the end.
            

            
            Anthony thought it strange that, outside the malformed shape his world had become, life was continuing as normal. The friends
               he’d made had no idea that black flames were spewing from his mouth and eyes, and that the sound inside him was like an earthquake.
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            Killing was easy. Any brainless chump could do it—and brainless chumps did, all the time. But killing and getting away with it was an entirely different prospect. Anthony was not approaching this rashly. He’d thought about it for a long time, playing out different scenarios, considering every tiny thing that could go wrong. Much like his ability to read people, being the son of two cops helped in this regard. Not that his plan was foolproof; it depended on a small amount of good fortune. Ironically, Warner had emphasized to Anthony the importance of control and how it was linked to success, and Anthony controlled enough of the pieces to believe he could pull this off. 

            
            He parked a mile from Warner’s house, behind a closed mom-and-pop bakery that backed onto the lower hills. The lot was empty.
               There was snow in the air but not much on the ground, certainly not enough for his tires to leave tracks. Anthony pocketed
               his phone, pulled his Oakley shades from the sun visor, then got out of the car and opened the trunk. He grabbed his winter
               jacket and Nike ball cap from one of his boxes and put them on, then dug around in his gym bag until he found what he was
               looking for: a green bandanna. He put this in his jacket pocket.
            

            
            He’d stopped for gas and a breakfast sandwich south of Adrian, and had sat in his car eating while watching a YouTube tutorial
               on how to load an AR mag. Now, with the Mazda’s liftgate raised, shielding him somewhat from anybody who might also drive
               onto this back lot, Anthony put that lesson into practice. He opened the box of 5.56 NATOs that Stone Free had given him and
               loaded every one of them—thirty rounds—into the Sabre’s magazine. He slotted this into the mag well but didn’t charge the
               rifle yet. That could wait until he was getting ready to open fire.
            

            
            Anthony checked the safety was on, even though the chamber was empty, then tucked the weapon inside his jacket and zipped
               up. The barrel stuck out from beneath the hemline by three or four inches, but no one would see him in the woods. He closed
               the trunk and looked around. His was the only car in the lot and it was likely to stay that way. Anthony heard light traffic
               sounds to the south, but the northern edge of town was quiet. Securing the rifle to his side, he trudged through a patch of
               ferns, clambered one-handed up a rocky incline, and made his way into the wooded hills.
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            Anthony jogged most of the way, but it still took him eighteen minutes to reach Warner’s house at the top of the hill. The trees were thick in places and the terrain was often too steep to climb. He had to find a way around, latching onto roots and branches to hoist himself up. It was cold, and his hands—already blistered from digging that deep hole in the woods—throbbed miserably. The ground leveled out at the top and the last five minutes or so were easier, allowing him to catch his breath. 

            
            A narrow road separated the woods from Warner’s property. Anthony hung back from the tree line, out of sight. He removed the
               semiautomatic rifle from inside his jacket and leaned it against a boulder, then checked that he had a signal on his phone.
               All good: three out of four bars. He picked up the gun and adjusted his position, edging gradually west, needing a clear view
               of the house without straying too far from the main gate. He found an angle where he could see through the wrought-iron fencing
               and trees on Warner’s land, showing him the front door, the bottom edge of the driveway, and the three-car garage.
            

            
            Anthony looked at his phone again. It was 10:26. He waited seven minutes, assessing the road for traffic while blowing into
               his hands and dancing on the spot to stay warm. He didn’t see or even hear another vehicle. Anthony had expected this—had
               counted on it, in fact. It was a private road and Warner’s nearest neighbor was one third of a mile away, down the hill. There
               was no reason for anyone to come up here, unless they were lost or visiting.
            

            
            “Okay,” he whispered. He took his phone out again and scrolled to Warner’s name on his list of recent calls. “This is happening.”

            
            He couldn’t simply march onto the property and begin ripping off rounds. Warner was the king of the jungle, and comfortable
               within his empire, but his multimillion-dollar home would still be outfitted with cutting-edge security. The police would
               be on site within three minutes of Anthony hopping the fence. There’d be a chopper in the air within ten. Anthony would get
               himself caught, probably killed.
            

            
            Entering the premises would not work. What Anthony needed was to lure Warner out.
            

            
            His hands were shaking and not just from the cold. He looked at Warner’s name on his phone screen, then called him. A part of the good fortune Anthony depended on was that Warner would answer. Another part was that he would walk—or drive, to be more accurate—into Anthony’s trap. These were the two things that Warner controlled. Everything else was down to Anthony. 

            
            He huddled behind a tree with the phone pressed to his ear. It rang three times . . . four. Anthony expected the voicemail
               message to kick in, and it occurred to him that he didn’t really have a plan B. Everything hinged on Warner picking up.
            

            
            One more ring, then he did.

            
            “Anthony.” The lion’s voice, then a pause. Anthony could almost hear him purring. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you today.
               Happy Thanksgiving.”
            

            
            “Yeah.” Anthony gritted his teeth. His heart rate was already elevated from climbing the hill, but now it really took off.
               He felt it in his fingertips and at the back of his skull.
            

            
            “Dana tells me you’ve decided to return to Florida with your mom.”

            
            “I’m leaving this afternoon.”

            
            “Well, it’s a shame it didn’t work out between us,” Warner said. “I had high hopes for—”

            
            “I haven’t been able to sleep,” Anthony interjected. Enough pleasantries. It was time to get on script. “I haven’t been able
               to eat. I think I might be permanently fucked up.”
            

            
            Warner made a sound in his throat. Maybe it was annoyance at having been interrupted (something that likely didn’t happen
               very often), or maybe it was satisfaction. “It’ll get easier, Anthony. The pain will go numb, and will eventually disappear.”
            

            
            The police would check Warner’s phone records and see that Anthony had called on the morning of the shooting—perhaps only
               minutes before. This wasn’t ideal, but short of waiting outside Warner’s house for him to leave of his own accord—and who
               knew how long that would take—Anthony couldn’t see a workaround. He wasn’t concerned, though. A two-minute phone call was
               enough for the police to want to question him, but it wasn’t enough to make an arrest, and it certainly wasn’t proof of murder.
            

            
            Anthony sniffled into the phone—a suitably anguished sound that was not difficult to produce. “I need you to explain why you did what you did. I think that’s the only way I can begin to move forward.” 

            
            Warner’s response was exactly what Anthony wanted to hear: “That’s not a subject I’m willing to discuss on the phone.”

            
            “Meet with me then,” Anthony said, setting the trap. “Ten minutes face-to-face. Lion to lion.”

            
            “Oh Anthony,” Warner said, sounding disappointed. “You’re no lion.”

            
            “Please, Warner. Help me understand.” Anthony made another broken sound. “You talk about control. I’m in free fall right now.
               I’ll crash and burn if I don’t level out.”
            

            
            A silence stretched over the line. Anthony sat huddled behind a tree. He felt nothing in that moment. No cold. No pain. No
               anger. Everything inside him was in a state of suspended animation. His plan, his revenge, hinged on whatever happened in the next few seconds.
            

            
            “Ten minutes,” he said. “That’s all I’m asking for.”

            
            “Where?” Warner asked.

            
            A smile touched Anthony’s lips. It was dangerous and ugly, but a smile, nonetheless. His emotions returned, bringing the cold
               Michigan air with them.
            

            
            “Somewhere public. I need to feel safe.” This should assure Warner that Anthony wasn’t about to try anything reckless. “Other
               than that, wherever you want.”
            

            
            “I’m not driving to Toledo.”

            
            “I’m in Black Ash,” Anthony said. “I want to say goodbye to Dana after I’ve spoken with you.”

            
            “Fine,” Warner said. “The Lost and Found Café is open until one today. It’s in the Mews, just off Flint Street.”

            
            “I know it.” Anthony didn’t know it, and it didn’t matter.

            
            “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

            
            Warner ended the call. Anthony pocketed his phone and looked at the house. As soon as one of the three garage doors opened and Warner’s Aston Martin appeared—or perhaps it would be his new Porsche Taycan or top-of-the-line Lincoln Navigator—Anthony would sprint between the trees, then cross the road in front of the main gate and hide behind the lion statue on the right—Fortitude, if they were accurately mimicking the lions outside the New York Public Library. Then, when the gate opened and Warner edged out onto the road, Anthony would leap out from behind Fortitude, finger on the trigger, and pump thirty high caliber rounds into the windshield, driver’s door, and window. 
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            Dana pulled into her parking space, then took the stairs to street level. She saw Carly sitting on a low brick wall outside
               the apartment building, two bags at her feet. Her eyes were pouchy. Her hair was a hot mess. She gave Dana a sad smile as
               she got to her feet.
            

            
            “Hi,” she said.

            
            “Hi.”

            
            There was a second where Dana thought Carly was going to hug her, but she didn’t. She stood awkwardly, her eyes shifting this
               way and that. Three feet of sidewalk separated them, but it felt like they were standing at opposite ends of the block.
            

            
            “After last night,” Carly said, “I’m probably the last person you want to see.”

            
            “It’s all good. I get it.”

            
            “I didn’t know who else to call.”

            
            They entered the building and rode the elevator up to Dana’s apartment in silence. The awkwardness continued as they made
               their way down the grubby hallway—Dana with her head down, five or six paces ahead. She unlocked her front door and stepped
               inside. Carly followed. They walked through to the living room, dumping jackets and bags, kicking off their shoes.
            

            
            “I assume Anthony hasn’t called you?” Dana said.

            
            “Not yet.” Carly shook her head. The light was better in here and Dana could see that she’d been crying.

            
            “He will,” Dana said, and she believed he would. The only uncertainty was whatever “stupid thing” Anthony needed to get out of his system before calling. He for damn sure wasn’t sitting under a tree seeking enlightenment. “Until then, hang out here. Help yourself to whatever, and as soon as he calls I’ll take you to him.” 

            
            “Thanks, Dana.” That sad smile again.

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            Carly sat on the edge of the sofa. She removed her phone from her pocket, rested it on her knee, and stared at it. Dana put
               coffee on and waited in the kitchen until it had brewed. She poured two cups, took one of them to Carly—still staring at her
               phone; she barely noticed when Dana set the cup down—and the other into her bedroom, where she stood for a quiet moment sipping
               it and looking at the suitcases she’d pulled from the back of her closet in the early hours of the morning. Minutes ticked
               by. She heard the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade playing on the TV in the apartment next door. Another neighbor practiced
               scales on an electric guitar, way too loud. Dana finished her coffee, then lifted the largest of the two suitcases onto her
               bed, flipped it open, and started packing.
            

            
            She was most of the way through the first case when Carly tapped softly on the door. Dana—her arms loaded with shirts and
               sweaters—called for her to come in. Carly opened the door but stayed in the hallway, propped against the jamb, her phone clutched
               in one hand.
            

            
            “Anything?” Dana asked.

            
            “No.” Carly shook her head, looking from Dana to the suitcase and back again. “Listen, last night was . . . emotional, to
               say the least. It was a lot to hear, and I don’t think I was the best version of myself.”
            

            
            Dana dropped the clothes onto her bed and started folding them.

            
            “I know how goddamn stubborn Anthony can be, and I believe you did your best to keep him from getting involved in all of this.”
               Carly swept hair from her troubled brow. She looked every one of her forty-four years, and ten more besides. “I’m sorry it
               ended this way.”
            

            
            “Me, too,” Dana said. She used a shirtsleeve to dab the dampness from beneath her eyes. “I hate what we did together. I hate
               that it pushed us apart. But I never stopped loving you, Carly, and I don’t think I ever will.”
            

            
            Carly nodded. She’d off-loaded at least some of what was on her mind and in her heart but remained standing in the doorway. Perhaps she didn’t want to be alone right now. 

            
            “Do you know where you’re going?” she asked, gesturing at the suitcase.

            
            “Yeah,” Dana said, tightly packing a sweater that Sugar Lee had bought her—that she hadn’t worn for fifteen years but couldn’t
               bring herself to part with. “A cute little town two time zones away. I’ve had my eye on it for a while.”
            

            
            “Good,” Carly said. “It’ll be better for you there.”

            
            “Maybe.”

            
            A long moment passed. Dana continued packing. The neighbor practicing their scales got halfway through, messed up, and went
               back to the beginning. This happened three times. Carly’s phone did not ring.
            

            
            “I have to go after him, you know,” she said. Her voice was firmer and there was a familiar, savage glint in her eyes. “Warner,
               I mean.”
            

            
            “I know who you mean.”

            
            “What he did to Anthony, to Daran, even Mardi . . . it can’t go unpunished.”

            
            “He’s done a lot more than that,” Dana said.

            
            “You’ve got dirt on him?”

            
            “Plenty.”

            
            “Then turn state’s,” Carly said, stepping into the room. “Be a cooperative witness. Let’s take this motherfucker down together.”

            
            “Right,” Dana said. “You’d be the hero cop, and I’d be the snitch who still gets sent to prison.”

            
            “On a reduced term, a plea deal. You might even get immunity.”

            
            “Even if I did, Warner would find a way to get to me. I’d be dead within six months.”

            
            “Not if you’re in WITSEC,” Carly persisted. She gestured at the suitcase again. “You’re already running away. Why not do it
               on the government’s dime?”
            

            
            “Witness protection?” Dana dropped the shirt she was holding onto the bed and stood up straight.

            
            “Yeah,” Carly said. Her tone was still firm, but also smoother. Dana wondered if this was how she spoke to all her informants and corroborators. “Placement will be down to the U.S. Marshals and Department of Justice, but I can make a strong case on your behalf. A character reference from a respected police officer would go a long way.” 

            
            “I don’t know, Carly,” Dana said. She pressed her palms to her temples and squeezed. This would be a lot to deal with at the
               best of times, let alone with a grade A hangover. “I think it’d be easier if I just disappeared.”
            

            
            “Maybe. Maybe not.” Carly took another step forward and looked deeply into Dana’s eyes. “But here’s something else to consider:
               This time we can get rid of a bad guy and do it the right way.”
            

            
            Dana lowered her head, thinking how sweet it would be to offset some of the guilt she’d been carrying around all these years,
               not just from everything that happened with Trent, but from partnering with Warner, helping him build his empire, and the
               damage they’d caused. She hadn’t pulled the triggers or buried the bodies, but she’d counted the blood money and taken her
               cut of it. Turning state’s evidence against Warner would not be enough to save her soul, but it’d be a step in the right direction . . .
               and maybe she could take the next steps as a new person with a new name, living in a new town, a new state.
            

            
            Something in the dimness of her soul fluttered and flashed: the faintest shimmer of hope.

            
            “You think it’s possible?” she asked Carly.

            
            “I do.”

            
            “Kinda scary, though.”

            
            Carly moved closer. She took Dana’s hand and they stared into each other’s eyes. Even though the pain was piled high, and
               their hearts were struggling, the years faded away, and for one sweet moment their old verve and strength shone through.
            

            
            “I’ll keep you safe,” Carly whispered, then her phone started ringing.
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            Anthony put his sunglasses on, pulled the bandanna from his jacket pocket, and tied it around the lower half of his face, covering his mouth and nose. It was an abundance of caution, perhaps, just in case Warner had security cameras directed at the road outside his property. There was almost certainly one on the main gate, although it would be focused on a relatively small area next to the keypad. Still, it was better not to take unnecessary risks. 

            
            He’d no sooner finished tying a knot in the bandanna than the leftmost of Warner’s three garage doors rolled open. The SUV
               emerged—the same vehicle Colm had thrown him into the back of two nights ago. Anthony had been hoping to blow holes in the
               Aston Martin, but maybe Warner didn’t like driving it when there was snow in the air and the roads were a little slick. It
               made no difference; the bullets would tear through the Navigator’s windows and doors just as easily.
            

            
            Anthony picked up the PSA Sabre and pulled the charging handle, loading a round into the chamber. There was no suppressor
               at the end of the barrel, only a muzzle break that would limit recoil but do nothing to soften the noise. Anybody who heard
               the quickfire shots might call the police, but it would be difficult to tell where they had come from, and by the time Warner’s bullet-riddled car (and
               corpse) was found, the murder weapon would be at the bottom of the Buffalo River and Anthony would be on his way to Florida.
            

            
            Locked and loaded, Anthony sprinted between the trees, then crossed the road and tucked himself behind Fortitude. A voice
               at the back of his mind whispered that, even now, it was not too late to back out. It was enveloped by the anger, though,
               and the sound of that flawless circle turning.
            

            
            Another sound: the main gate opening with a motorized hum. Warner would touch the brakes and check the road before pulling
               out. He’d be almost stationary at that point, and that was when Anthony would strike.
            

            
            He heard the SUV, too, getting closer. Anthony took a big, shaky breath. With all the adrenaline rushing through him, he almost
               forgot to flick the safety off. He did it now, using the tip of his thumb, then peeked over the top of Fortitude’s front paws.
            

            
            The SUV appeared at the main gate. As expected, Warner slowed down to check both ways before swinging out onto the road. Again, a voice inside Anthony’s mind told him to abandon this deranged plan. His dad’s voice? His mom’s? Maybe it was his own—a last-gasp request from the boy he used to be, or maybe the man he would never be. Whoever it belonged to, it carried no weight. Anthony jumped out from behind the lion statue, lifted the Sabre’s buttstock to his shoulder, and pulled the trigger thirty times. It took seventeen frenzied, thunderous seconds. 
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            Anthony had practiced with his compact Sig P365 at the lake, targeting dead trees and logs for the most part. Quick firing
               the Sabre was different altogether. The recoil wasn’t especially aggressive, but in all his terrified excitement—coupled with
               his lack of experience—he surrendered accuracy for speed. Anthony had hoped to group his shots on the driver’s door and window.
               Instead, he pumped the first eight or nine rounds into the SUV’s fender and hood. The sound was like rocks falling on a tin
               roof. He adjusted as the vehicle lurched forward. The next few shots found their target. Dark, penny-size holes appeared in
               the driver’s door. The window exploded. That was when Anthony saw that it was Colm, not Warner, behind the wheel. Blood splashed
               upward as the bullets ripped into Colm’s left flank and shoulder. One of them removed a part of his jaw.
            

            
            The SUV continued forward as Colm slumped over the wheel. It hit the grass verge on the far side of the road and thumped into
               a tree. Anthony didn’t let up on the trigger, now spraying rounds into the vehicle’s back end. The last dozen or so shots
               blew out the rear windshield and drew a manic dot to dot across the liftgate.
            

            
            He stopped only when he realized the empty shells were no longer spinning from the ejection port. The air boomed still, and
               his head was filled with a clattering, ringing sound. Slowly, he backed away. His plan, at this point, had been to run as
               fast as he could down the hill, back to his car, but his legs were stiff, and his feet dragged numbly. The bandanna around
               his face was damp with the moisture from his quickened breaths.
            

            
            Anthony looked at the Sabre—just a spent piece of metal now—then at the SUV, stopped against a tree. The driver’s door opened, and Colm spilled onto the ground. His clothes were red and wet. A strip of gristle or perhaps bone hung from the lower half of his face. He managed to pull his handgun from inside his red jacket but died before he could take aim. He lay face down at the edge of the tree line. His wide body twitched many times, and the snow fell and melted on his back. 

            
            As the sound of the gunshots decayed, Anthony heard Warner screaming in the passenger seat.
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            Anthony’s gun was empty, but Colm’s was not. It was clasped in his dead hand—the same semiautomatic pistol he’d used to kill
               Mardi and finish Daran. Anthony shuffled toward it, his feet still dragging. It took him a moment to realize that Warner was
               screaming his name.
            

            
            Warner couldn’t live. It was as simple as that. Colm, his right-hand man, was dead, and maybe that was revenge enough, but
               if Warner lived, he would come after Anthony, wherever Anthony was in the world.
            

            
            The wind howled between the trees and across the road, cutting like a plow’s blade. Some of the empty casings rolled with
               blunt, near-musical sounds. Others were kicked by the toes of Anthony’s sneakers. He crunched over broken glass, nearing the
               Navigator’s open door. There was blood on the driver’s seat, headrest, and steering wheel. The dashboard was in tatters. More
               of the interior came into view as Anthony approached. He was still twenty feet from Colm’s gun when he saw Warner in the passenger
               seat. He’d been painted red, too. It was impossible to tell how bad his injuries were. Maybe some of that blood was Colm’s.
            

            
            “Anthony,” he growled, watching as Anthony stepped closer. Blood sprayed from between his clenched teeth. Anthony pictured
               a lion in a snare, wounded but still lethal.
            

            
            “No sudden moves,” Anthony said, returning the Sabre’s buttstock to his shoulder. “And keep your hands where I can see them.”

            
            “If . . . that rifle had . . . even a single bullet left in it,” Warner said, his chest heaving, “you’d have shot me already.”

            
            Anthony faltered. He had no response to this. Warner studied him, his teeth showing. The space between them vibrated with
               hateful energy, then both men made their moves. Anthony stumbled toward Colm and the gun in his hand. Warner lunged for the
               Navigator’s glovebox and whatever was inside.
            

            
            It was his revolver—the matte-black six-shooter he’d used during their game of Russian roulette. He removed it from the glovebox
               and opened the cylinder. Unloaded. A stroke of luck. Warner had only used a single bullet last time and that had ended up
               in Daran’s chest.
            

            
            It bought Anthony precious seconds. He dropped to his knees next to Colm and grabbed the pistol clutched in his right hand.
               He tried to pull it free, but Colm held on. His death grip was remarkably strong
            

            
            “An . . . thony,” Warner gurgled. He was now struggling with a box of .44s. Some of the cartridges slipped between his blood-soaked fingers.
               He managed to load one, then another.
            

            
            Anthony tugged and twisted the pistol. He dropped the Sabre and used both hands, prying Colm’s thumb off the grip, then one
               of his fingers. He gave it another forceful yank and this time the gun popped free. The momentum sent Anthony toppling backward.
               He landed awkwardly, thumped the back of his head on the asphalt. His sunglasses fell off and the gun toppled from his hand.
            

            
            “Anthony . . .”
            

            
            There was a chilling snick as Warner closed the revolver’s cylinder. How many cartridges had he loaded? Three? Four? He snarled or smiled—it was difficult
               to tell which—and cocked the hammer.
            

            
            Anthony looked at Warner, who had the revolver in the ready position. The barrel swung from right to left and back again.
               He blinked and shook his head and tried to steady his aim. Anthony had a choice: He could either reach for Colm’s gun, get
               into position, aim, and shoot, or he could roll to his left in a fraction of the time and get the hell out of Warner’s sights.
            

            
            Warner helped him decide. He pulled the trigger. The firing pin fell on an empty chamber. Anthony rolled left, pushed himself to one knee, then sprung to his feet. Warner fired again. There was a tremendous boom from inside the SUV and a bullet ripped through the air where Anthony had been sitting only a moment before. It struck the road and ricocheted into the trees. 

            
            Anthony turned and ran, leaving the rifle with his fingerprints all over it in the middle of the road. He didn’t care. He’d
               take prison over death right now. He stumbled toward the cover of the trees with blinding flares going off in his head. His
               legs were still stiff and unsteady. He stepped on a rock, rolled his ankle, and fell. Warner roared his name again. Anthony
               chanced a look and saw that he’d clambered over the SUV’s center console and into the driver’s seat, aiming the revolver with
               one hand as he maneuvered his wounded body to get out of the vehicle. Anthony regained his feet and limped into the woods.
            

            
            He was six or seven steps from cover—from putting enough trees between him and Warner—when another shot rang out. This time,
               Warner didn’t miss. Anthony heard and felt it at the same time: a deep crack in the air, a blunt but powerful kick to the
               right shoulder. Anthony was thrown forward with such force that he could have been hit by a bus. He pinballed off three trees
               and flopped to the ground.
            

            
            “Anthony,” Warner called out, then roared: an eerie and perfect imitation of his daemon. “It’s time . . . time for the lion to feed.”
            

            
            Anthony’s right arm hung shaking at his side. Blood soaked his shoulder and chest and trickled into his palm. The pain was
               both blunt and sharp, pulsating one moment, stabbing the next. Anthony might have felt it more acutely had his adrenaline—his
               need to survive—not blanketed everything else. He managed to get to his feet and throw himself behind a tree, then staggered
               forward and dropped behind a boulder.
            

            
            Warner roared again. The sound rumbled among the treetops and broke off into a howling laugh. Anthony peered around the boulder
               and saw him at the edge of the tree line, maybe fifty feet away, loading more rounds into his revolver.
            

            
            “I know I hit you, Anthony,” he snarled. He snapped the cylinder closed and faltered into the woods. “Don’t bleed out before I get
               a chance to kill you properly.”
            

            
            Anthony crawled forward on his stomach, dragging his arm. He slid as silently as possible down a shallow bank and took cover behind a fallen tree. His vision wavered. He dragged the bandanna off his face, down around his throat, and inhaled the cold air. After several breaths, he risked a quick look and glimpsed Warner between the trees, studying the understory for blood tracks. He wasn’t far from where Anthony had fallen after being shot. 

            
            Anthony unzipped his jacket and tucked his right arm inside, limiting how much blood dripped from his sleeve and splashed
               on the ground. He pushed forward, keeping low, using the trees and ground foliage to stay in cover as much as possible.
            

            
            The lion roared and followed.

            
         
         
            8

            Anthony didn’t know how far he stumbled or in which direction. The woods deepened around him, and when he looked he could
               not see Warner behind him. He heard him, though, crashing through the understory, never far away.
            

            
            It was over, though. One way or another. Anthony had listened to his anger and exacted a measure of revenge—Colm was dead,
               after all, and Warner badly wounded—but it was not the flawless circle that had turned so smoothly in his mind. He would be
               dead soon. If he didn’t bleed out, Warner would kill him. And if neither of those things happened, he would go to prison.
            

            
            Not flawless at all.

            
            Anthony gasped . . . staggered. He was lightheaded and shaky. He managed five more steps, mostly sideways, and collapsed,
               then dragged himself beneath a tree. It was a beautiful tree—an elm, perhaps, with a few golden leaves clinging to its branches.
               Anthony heaved himself into a sitting position and reached for his phone.
            

            
            He would seek enlightenment here, but first he would call his mom.
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            Carly jumped when her phone went off. She let go of Dana’s hand, looked at the screen, and saw Anthony’s name. Flowers bloomed inside her: Relief and sunshine. Then a storm cloud rolled in and rained on everything: How dare he do this to her?
            

            
            “Is it him?” Dana asked.

            
            Carly nodded.

            
            “Oh, thank God.”

            
            Carly answered with her chest palpitating and all the words trying to rush through her throat at once. “Anthony where are
               you talk to me what the hell is going on?”
            

            
            “Muh-mom . . . mom . . .”

            
            He sounded scared, lost, hurt. Her other emotions retracted, and boundless concern moved in—her maternal instinct to protect: mama bear on her hind legs,
               twelve feet tall and roaring.
            

            
            “Anthony, what’s wrong? Where are you, baby?”

            
            “Mom, I . . . I . . .” He drew a broken breath and slurred something else she didn’t catch.

            
            “Anthony—”

            
            “I messed up, Mom,” he said. “I muh-messed up real . . . real bad.”

            
            “None of that matters now,” Carly said. Big tears filled her eyes. “Tell me where you are.”

            
            “War,” Anthony said.

            
            “War?” Carly shook her head. He wasn’t making sense. “Honey, I need to know where you are. Just tell—”

            
            “Warner,” Anthony said, finishing the word, and the pieces started to fall into place. “I went after Wuh-Warner. I killed . . .
               kuh-killed . . .”
            

            
            Carly waited. The tears rolled down her cheeks. It felt like her soul had been replaced with a bagful of sharp things: knives
               and needles and sawblades. She wondered how easy it would be to hide another body—another of Dana’s boyfriends—and how much
               it would take out of her.
            

            
            “Are you there now?” she asked.

            
            “Woods,” he said.

            
            Carly started toward the door, amazed she could walk on legs she couldn’t feel.

            
            “Mom?”

            
            “I got you, sweet boy. Mama’s coming.”

            
            “I messed up.”

            
            “Everything’s going to be fine.” Carly stepped into the hallway. She put her shoes on, then realized they were Dana’s shoes.
               They fit perfectly.
            

            
            “I’m sorry,” Anthony said. “I’m sorry for every . . . everything.”

            
            “It’s okay,” she said—she lied. Nothing was okay.
            

            
            “Mom . . .”

            
            “I’m right here, baby.”

            
            “I love you,” he said, and hung up.
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            The strength went out of Carly’s legs. She fell against the wall—would have slumped all the way to the floor, but Dana was
               there to hold her up.
            

            
            “He went after Trent,” Carly said, then blinked and corrected herself. “Warner. He went after Warner.”
            

            
            “Jesus Christ.” Dana covered her face with one hand. Her eyes—huge and scared—peered through the cracks between her fingers.

            
            “I think he killed him.”

            
            “Oh no, Carly. Oh God, no.” Dana edged closer to Carly and clutched her tighter, as much to hold herself up. “Is he at Warner’s
               house?”
            

            
            “He said something about the woods.”

            
            “Okay, yeah. Warner’s property is at the edge of a forest. It’s large, though. Maybe eight hundred acres.”

            
            “We’ve got to go. Take me there.” Carly pushed herself away from Dana and reached for her jacket. “You said it’s fifteen minutes
               away.”
            

            
            “We can do it in ten,” Dana said.
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            Dana drove because she knew the way. She hit the gas and they tore out of Black Ash, onto Vineyard Road. The holiday traffic did not impede them. Dana passed several cars going close to eighty and would have gone faster if her old Corolla had the horses. 

            
            She was slower in downtown Antelope Falls, not wanting to attract any attention from the police, although she did run a red
               when she saw that the way was clear. Carly sat beside her making tight, anxious noises, repeatedly trying to call Anthony
               back. He still had Do Not Disturb activated. She got his voicemail every time but kept trying.
            

            
            North of downtown, Dana took a sharp right turn and passed a sign that read: PRIVATE ROAD NO THRU TRAFFIC. She hit sixty on
               the straights and slowed to thirty for the bends. The woods crowded around them, blocking out the light and the dancing snow.
               It took fewer than two minutes to reach the top.
            

            
            “How much further?” Carly asked, tapping Anthony’s number again.

            
            “We’re there,” Dana said. The Corolla’s tires slipped and squealed as she rounded the final bend. Warner’s property, with
               its wrought-iron fence and lion statues, came into view, but the first thing she and Carly saw was the Lincoln Navigator,
               offroad, its front end butted up against a tree. As they got closer, they saw the bullet holes and broken glass.
            

            
            “No,” Carly whispered. The phone slipped from her hand and fell into the void that had opened beneath her. She felt that she
               was going to fall in, too, and once she did there’d be no coming back.
            

            
            Dana stopped in the road just behind the SUV. As she and Carly got out, they saw a broad, bloodstained body lying face down
               on the grass verge.
            

            
            “That’s Colm,” Dana said. “Oh shit, Carly. Oh Jesus.”

            
            “Warner’s guy?” Carly asked.

            
            “Yeah. Ex-police.”

            
            Carly didn’t think her heart could sink any more, but she was wrong. Killing a cop was bad, but killing an ex-cop—someone
               who’d pounded the streets, put in the years, and served their city—was perhaps even worse. This guy was pure dirt, but that
               didn’t matter. He’d still carried a badge, and prosecutors would paint him in brilliant shades of red, white, and blue. A
               true American hero.
            

            
            Dana approached the open driver’s-side door, but Carly held her back. This was a live situation. Warner might be slumped in the passenger seat, armed and dangerous, ready to shoot the first person he saw. Carly gave Dana a “wait” signal, then edged toward the shattered rear windshield. She checked the back first—all clear—then skulked along the passenger side, popped the front door just a crack, then used it to shield her body as she pulled it all the way open. She counted to three before looking inside. There was plenty of blood and broken glass up front, but no sign of Warner. 

            
            “Is he . . . ?” Dana couldn’t finish the question.

            
            Carly shook her head. She noticed several high-caliber cartridges in the seat and the passenger-side footwell, and the empty
               box they’d come in. The glovebox was open. No gun inside. Carly started to piece together what had happened. She stepped around
               the back of the trunk, looking into the woods, scanning between the trees for movement, listening for voices, screams, gunshots,
               anything. It was ominously silent. All her fears slithered venomously around her heart. Her son was in those woods somewhere . . .
               and so was Warner.
            

            
            There were two weapons on the ground not far from Colm: an AR-15 semiautomatic rifle and a hefty black pistol—a Walther PDP,
               by the look. Carly confirmed this when she picked it up and brushed off the snow.
            

            
            “Colm’s gun,” Dana said.

            
            Carly nodded. She knew that already. There was something else lying on the ground nearby: the Oakley sunglasses that Carly
               had bought Anthony for his birthday. She picked them up, using her thumb to smear snow from the lenses. She teetered unsteadily,
               and Dana was there to hold her up again.
            

            
            Anthony had used the semiautomatic rifle to blow holes in the SUV. Its driver, Colm, hadn’t been killed outright. He’d managed
               to get out of the vehicle and draw his pistol. Anthony had dropped the rifle and fled the scene, but he was in a world of
               pain when he’d called Carly, and not just the emotional kind. Had Colm gotten off a shot before he’d collapsed and died?
            

            
            Carly checked the PDP. Fully loaded: Seventeen in the mag, one in the chamber. It wasn’t Colm who’d wounded Anthony.

            
            “Do you have a firearm in your car?” she asked Dana. Her throat was as dry and tight as a pocketful of stones.

            
            “I’m a single woman living in Black Ash,” Dana said. “Of course I’ve got a firearm in my car.”

            
            “Get it.”

            
            Dana left Carly’s side to fetch her pistol from the Corolla’s glovebox. Carly scanned the woods again. Eight hundred acres
               was a lot of real estate. Anthony, badly injured, probably shot, couldn’t have gone far. Warner, either. There was no way
               he could have avoided all those bullets, even with Colm as his shield. The blood tracks leading from the SUV into the woods
               supported this logic.
            

            
            “Got it,” Dana said, holding up her handgun, a Glock 17, the same as Carly’s service pistol. “I bought it when I moved to
               Michigan, but I’ve only ever shot at paper targets at the range.”
            

            
            “That may change today,” Carly said. She gestured between the trees with the tip of Colm’s PDP. “Warner’s out there somewhere,
               armed and dangerous, looking for my son. I hope we’re not too late.”
            

            
            Carly slipped Anthony’s sunglasses into her jacket pocket—a little bit of him. Maybe it would guide her.

            
            She and Dana followed the blood tracks into the woods.
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            Anthony watched a bright yellow leaf detach itself from one of the elm’s many fabulous branches and sway to the ground, but
               his dad caught it before it could land—caught it right in the middle of his flat, strong palm. Anthony wasn’t at all surprised
               to see him, but he was caught off guard by his beauty. He shone throughout, as if his soul was on the outside.
            

            
            You look beautiful, Anthony said. He’d never said anything so truthful in his life.

            
            Hmm. You, not so much. His dad held his thumb and forefinger three inches apart. You look this big to me.

            
            I stopped growing, Anthony said.

            
            His dad turned and floated away from him. Anthony jumped to his feet and had to run to keep up. They followed a boisterous stream through the darkest part of the woods and came out beside a meadow where hundreds of marigolds nodded beneath the sun. 

            
            You’ll grow yet, his dad said.

            
            But there’s a lion.

            
            His dad handed him the elm leaf. It was as golden and perfect and dead as he was. Anthony closed his eyes and pressed it against
               his heart. He remembered how his dad would sometimes tickle the back of his ear or stroke his cheek, and the leaf, somehow,
               felt the same. When Anthony opened his eyes, he was back beneath the elm tree. His dad was gone. The marigolds, too. The leaf
               was still in his hand. Another fell and landed on his right leg.
            

            
            He heard two things clearly. The first: his mom calling his name. The second: something stumbling through the nearby foliage,
               crunching over the forest floor. Not his mom; her voice had been too distant. Anthony turned toward the sound and saw Warner
               reeling through the underbrush forty feet away. He had a big red grin on his face.
            

            
            “There you are,” he said. The revolver was in his right hand. His left was clamped to his left side, blood leaking through
               his fingers. More blood trickled from wounds on his head and upper left arm. “Foolish boy. Stupid boy. I knew I’d find you.”
            

            
            Anthony trembled with the cold and pain. His mom called out again. She sounded further away. He tried calling back but managed
               only a whisper.
            

            
            Warner limped forward another step, then shuffled sideways, adjusting his angle for a clearer shot. He took a deep, grating
               breath, lifted his right arm, and peered at Anthony along the sights of his revolver.
            

            
            “Fact about lions,” he said, and roared theatrically. “They can smell blood from a mile away.”

            
            Anthony glanced at the leaf in his palm. “Lions are proud, strong and beautiful. Like my dad. Like my mom. You’re the ugliest,
               weakest man I’ve ever known.”
            

            
            They were just words, but they clearly upset Warner. He made a sound that was almost a roar but mostly an enraged bark, then looped his finger around the trigger and lumbered to within fifteen feet of Anthony. He didn’t want to miss. 

            
            Anthony’s mom called out again, still too far away.

            
            “I don’t . . . don’t know who that is,” Warner rasped. “But she keeps calling your name. Too bad she won’t find you in time.”

            
            “That’s my mom,” Anthony said. “And trust me . . . she’ll find you.”
            

            
            Warner sneered and spat out a wad of blood.

            
            “Here’s another fact about lions,” Anthony continued. Words were all he had to fight with, and judging by Warner’s reaction,
               they were effective weapons. “Female lions—lionesses—are the primary hunters. They’re quicker and smarter. More deadly.”
            

            
            “Only when there’s more than one of them,” Warner said. “And when they work together.”

            
            “You got that right.”

            
            This was a different female voice, and much closer. Warner and Anthony turned to see Dana emerge from between the trees. She
               was alert, steady on her feet . . . strong. She had a pistol in her hands, and it was aimed at Warner.
            

            
            “Dana?” Warner said, curling his upper lip. “What are you doing here?”

            
            “Hunting, I guess,” Dana said, stepping closer.

            
            Warner laughed at that—an unpleasant hacking and gurgling sound. He still had his revolver pointed at Anthony.

            
            “Stupid bitch,” he said.

            
            “Drop the gun, Warner. Drop it right now or I’ll send you to hell.” The only thing more intense than the fire in Dana’s eyes
               was the red streak in her hair. “Don’t think I won’t. I’ve done it before.”
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            Dana held her pistol like she did at the range. It took everything to keep her hands from shaking.

            
            “I mean it, Warner. Drop the fucking gun.”

            
            The blood splashes were too few and far between to efficiently track. It had been Carly’s idea to split up. “We’ll cover more ground,” she’d said. “Call out if you find Anthony.” 

            
            “What if I run into Warner?”

            
            “Eliminate the threat,” Carly had replied. “Nonlethally, if that makes you feel better, but don’t take any chances.”

            
            Carly had headed southeast—the wrong direction, as it turned out. Dana went west for a hundred yards or so, then veered south.
               She stepped lightly between the trees, drawn to every fractional movement and every sound. The wind picked up the fallen leaves
               and blew snow through the branches. It distorted Carly’s voice as she called her son’s name. Dana was about to start calling
               out to him, too, when she heard another sound—one she’d heard many times before: Warner’s battle cry, his lion’s roar.
            

            
            She’d followed it, slinking through eighty feet of dense forest until she found Warner, barely standing, aiming his revolver—his
               Smith & Wesson Model 29—at Anthony. Both men were pale and covered in blood. They looked on the verge of death.
            

            
            Warner stared at her now, slumped crookedly to one side. He removed his bloody left hand from his side and pointed at her.

            
            “I feed you,” he slurred. “I fucking clothe you. I put the roof over your head. You’re not going to shoot me, Dana.”
            

            
            She thought of all the things he’d done to her, and the abuses he’d put her through. She also thought of Trent Collier and
               the cost killing him had had on her soul. Her heart clamored and sweat trickled down her back.
            

            
            “I’ll shoot you if I have to,” she said.

            
            Carly called out again. Warner and Anthony followed the sound with their eyes. Keeping her sights locked on Warner, Dana called
               back:
            

            
            “Carly. I’ve got them. Hurry.”
            

            
            “Dana . . . Dana . . .”
            

            
            “Head west. Maybe two hundred yards from the road.”
            

            
            “Carly?” Warner slumped the other way, just as crookedly. He looked at Anthony. “That mommy?”

            
            “Yeah.” He nodded. “The other lioness.”

            
            Something crossed Warner’s face. It was difficult to tell through the blood and pain, but Dana thought it might be hesitation. For all his hubris and leonine posturing, maybe he realized that this was a fight he couldn’t win. 

            
            “There’s a better way out of this for you,” Dana said. He didn’t deserve a better way, but she didn’t want another dead body
               on her conscience. “Drop the gun and we’ll get you some medical attention.”
            

            
            Warner stepped backward. He growled and showed his teeth, battling with the concept of giving up. Finally, whatever good sense
               remained in his head prevailed. He didn’t drop the revolver to the ground, but he did lower his right arm, fully removing the sights from Anthony.
            

            
            “Okay,” he said.

            
            “Okay,” Dana echoed, and felt a candlelike glow inside her. It was mostly relief but also pride. Eliminate the threat, Carly had said, and Dana had done that—not with bloodshed, but with . . . well, patience and fortitude. A thin smile tweaked
               the edges of her mouth. She lowered her own pistol and glanced briefly at the treetops, taking her eyes off Warner for one
               second.
            

            
            Of all the mistakes Dana had made in her life, this was perhaps her biggest, but at least it was her last.
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            Warner lifted the revolver with a deftness he didn’t appear capable of and shot Dana in the chest, exactly where he’d shot
               Daran: center mass, the largest target and the easiest to hit. Dana was knocked off her feet and thrown backward, coming down
               in a patch of dead ferns fourteen feet from where she’d been standing.
            

            
            The gunshot reverberated in the miserable air. Yellow leaves fell.
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            Anthony watched it happen with disbelief, horror, and a terrible sense of déjà vu. Like Daran, Dana flopped and convulsed on the ground. She kicked her legs, arched her spine, and made a grating sound in her throat. Her eyes also sparkled with confusion. 

            
            Warner hobbled toward her to do what Colm wasn’t around to do: finish the job.

            
            Managing emotion was something that Anthony had always struggled with. It often felt like his only options were to be overwhelmed
               with feeling, or to shut down completely and feel nothing at all. The middle ground was as thin and precarious as a tightrope.
               Now, Anthony ran so hard and fast into his anger that he left the rest of himself behind. Unevenness and noise surrounded
               him. It felt like being trampled and raised up at the same time.
            

            
            He pushed himself off the tree, got to his feet, and lunged at Warner. On the outside he probably looked like a scarecrow
               being blown by the wind, but on the inside he felt like a torpedo. He dropped his shoulder and tackled Warner from behind.
               They both spilled to the ground and rolled. Anthony came out on top. He screamed—the same grinding sound that had occupied
               his mind for the past twenty-four hours—and hammered his fists into Warner’s face and throat. His right arm was ragged, the
               muscles perforated, his scapula shattered. Anthony shouldn’t have been able to lift it, but he did. Up and down it went, fueled
               by rage.
            

            
            Warner had his own breed of strength. He’d dropped his gun, his good arm was pinned to his side, but he bucked his hips and
               worked his legs. For every shot he took, he gave one back, driving his knees into Anthony’s lower back. The assault took its
               toll; Anthony’s fists slowed down. Warner bucked again and managed to roll out from beneath him.
            

            
            Both men got to their feet, facing each other. Anthony feinted, then threw a left hook that sailed wide. Warner countered:
               a straight right to Anthony’s jaw. Something cracked inside. A tooth, probably. Anthony sagged at the knees and Warner attacked
               again: an uppercut that felt like stone.
            

            
            Anthony crumpled to the ground. Pain exploded through his body. His anger didn’t fade so much as splinter down the middle.
               Warner retrieved his revolver and pointed it at Anthony’s face. No center mass shot this time.
            

            
            A short distance away, Dana fell still and made softer, more final sounds.
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            When Carly had heard Dana call out to her, she’d maintained a level sense of herself: a mother first, a cop second. She had
               responded quickly, running west, alert to all sound and movement. When she heard the gunshot moments later, everything changed.
               Like Anthony, she was consumed by something inside her—some primal and inexorable force. Carly flowed across the forest floor
               with an almost feline grace. Her feet barely touched the ground.
            

            
            It wasn’t sound or movement, but instinct that led her to her son.

            
            She analyzed the scene in a heartbeat: Dana lying motionless on the ground, a bullet hole in the middle of her chest; Anthony
               also on the ground, dim-eyed and badly injured; the disheveled, bloodstained man with a high-caliber revolver pointed at Anthony’s
               face, his finger on the trigger.
            

            
            Carly leveled Colm’s Walther PDP and stared down the sights. There was no police procedure—no adherence to the use-of-force
               continuum or attempt to deescalate. Everything stemmed from that wild and unstoppable instinct. Later, when giving her statement
               to the local authorities, she would barely remember this moment at all.
            

            
            She pulled the trigger four times. The first 9mm round out of Colm’s pistol hit the man in the ribs, just below his extended
               right arm. It sent him sprawling to the ground and knocked the gun out of his hand. Carly marched forward and fired the second
               round into his upper back. Maybe this was the shot that killed him. Or maybe not. In any case, the third and fourth rounds
               went into his skull.
            

            
            A little of herself returned as the gunshots faded—enough for her to realize that the man she’d just killed was Warner Prince.
               She turned to her son and knelt by his side. He looked woefully at her, shook his head, and pointed off to his right.
            

            
            “Dana,” he said.
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            Carly fell to her knees beside her best and oldest friend and took her by the hand. For a moment there was nothing, then Dana
               gently squeezed her fingers.
            

            
            “Carly . . .” Dana’s eyes flared bright and blue. “There you are.”

            
            “Here I am.”

            
            She did not have long left. Minutes at most. The wound in her chest was devastating. She breathed in little gasps, but was
               otherwise still. Carly wasn’t surprised to see her hanging on. Dana was tenacious. She’d want to say goodbye.
            

            
            “You know you’re my . . . my best friend,” she said. She gritted her teeth and squeezed Carly’s fingers again, harder this
               time. Maybe only seconds left.
            

            
            “I know, hon. And you’re mine.” Carly used her other hand to brush the hair from Dana’s forehead. Her beautiful hair. “You
               always will be.”
            

            
            “One last secret . . .”

            
            Dana tugged Carly’s fingers, urging her closer. Carly obliged, leaning all the way in. For a moment there was nothing, not
               even a breath, and Carly thought that she’d gone, then Dana found the sweetest smile and whispered:
            

            
            “You’re my hero, too.”

            
            Carly closed her eyes and fought back the tears. She didn’t feel like a hero. She had promised to keep Dana safe, and she
               hadn’t—not just today but for the last twenty-three years. Carly had been centered on reconstructing her own life, and there
               was nothing wrong with that, but there were times—months on end—when she’d barely given Dana a second thought. Dana had been
               knocked to the ground and kicked while she was down. She had battled, persevered, lost, and climbed back to her feet . . .
               only to be knocked down again. Carly had had it comparatively easy, yet Dana—who’d never asked Carly for anything—had quietly
               regarded her as some kind of hero.
            

            
            No wonder she’d struggled, dragging around a heart so big, so full.

            
            “You’re the hero,” Carly said.
            

            
            Dana’s eyes grew brighter still, and her sweet smile remained, despite the end rushing in.

            
            “Goodbye, Carly,” she said.

            
            Carly shook her head. She lifted Dana’s hand and pressed it to her lips. The tears came then. It had always been a losing
               battle. They filled her eyes and rolled. Carly blinked them away and they kept coming. There were so many, even in that short
               amount of time.
            

            
            “I’m staying with you, okay?” she said. “Right here. Right by your side.”

            
            Leaves fell around them. Yellows, reds, and oranges. The wind whipped between the trees, and more of the snow was getting
               through, too. Carly was vaguely aware that Anthony was on his feet and standing behind her, either looking at Dana or hanging
               his head in shame. She would deal with him later. Right now, she was focused on Dana, looking at her through a waterfall of
               tears.
            

            
            “Don’t cry,” Dana said, so frail yet still so full of strength. “I’m going on a bus ride, that’s all. To a new place . . .
               leaving all the bad stuff behind.”
            

            
            Carly nodded and wiped her eyes but couldn’t keep up with the tears. “I heard about that place. The air is clean. The views
               are beautiful. Everybody’s kind and happy.”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Dana whispered. “And best of all, it never rains.”

            
            “Never.”

            
            “Come see me sometime. Not too soon, though.” Dana frowned and the brightness faded from her eyes. She was close now, so very
               close. “We’ll go skinny-dipping.”
            

            
            “I’d like that.”

            
            “I love you, girl.”

            
            I love you, too, Carly said, but no sound came out of her throat. She could only mouth the words, and that was okay. Dana
               wouldn’t have heard her anyway.
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            “Are you gonna jump, or not?”

            
            Carly stepped away from the edge, turned, and looked at the girl. She was maybe thirteen years old—an age when Carly had felt
               like she’d been holding hands with both her child and adult self. Maybe it was different for Gen Alphas, but she didn’t think
               so. Many things changed over time, but the fabulous landscape of a teenage girl’s soul was constant.
            

            
            “Haven’t decided,” Carly said to her.

            
            “Scared, huh?”

            
            “A little.”

            
            “It is kinda high,” the girl said. She was chewing gum, one hand on her hip. She wore a Conan Gray T-shirt over her bathing suit
               and a pair of waterlogged Vans. She’d already jumped four times. “You just gotta make sure you go fast enough to clear the
               rocks at the bottom.”
            

            
            “It’s not the rocks I’m scared of,” Carly said.

            
            The end of June, thermometers touching ninety, the sky a deep, polished blue. Orangewood Lake thrummed with life and energy. People splashed and swam in the shallow water. They fished from their boats and docks, picnicked on the banks, and lay on the rocks like seals. From the top of the Big Bad, it looked like a postcard come to life. 

            
            Carly had been in Avon Hill for two days. It was the first time she’d been back since she left town in 2002. It had changed
               considerably. More commerce, more roads, more people. The Garland Hotel was now a Hyatt Regency. The Big Soup was now an Apple
               Store. The Doo-Wop Diner was still there, though, and Kelly Zepeda—once the most popular girl in school, who, along with Zoe
               Woods and Lauren Yorke, had tried to manipulate Carly into stripping bare-ass naked and jumping into the lake—was one of the
               servers. She had peroxide in her hair and nicotine stains on her fingers. Varicose veins bulged above her bobby socks.
            

            
            In some ways, it was nice to be back. Carly stayed with her parents, both retired and delighted to dote on her. She slept
               in her old room, in the same bed. The holes were still in the walls where she’d pinned her Lauryn Hill and Missy Elliott posters.
               She even went to her old church (her parents insisted), and yes, she prayed for her soul.
            

            
            This was, in fact, the purpose of her visit. Not church, but her soul. Carly needed to hold her lantern aloft and traipse deep inside it, unearth some things. In simple terms, she was reconciling
               with her past . . . facing her demons. Dr. Susan, sitting treelike and beautiful in her ray of sunshine, had called it “taking
               down the boxes.”
            

            
            “Some rooms are so cluttered that you can’t see the window,” she had said. “You need to take down the boxes, have a good look
               through them, and keep only what you need. That’s the only way to let the light back in.”
            

            
            Carly had gone to some of her and Dana’s old haunts: The Edge on Main (now a Sweetgreen), the DVD Shack (now a Chick-fil-A),
               and Lulu’s Cantina (still there). She’d parked outside Dana’s old house, where they’d spent hours watching Dawson’s Creek and Friends and dancing to music videos on VH1. Her soul was duly moved, but Carly knew the light wouldn’t begin to creep in until she reached for the bigger boxes in back. So she went to Harmony Court and stood on the sidewalk outside Angelo’s Barbershop (now a Dave’s Hot Chicken), where she’d first met Trent Collier. She visualized him standing in front of her, assessing her through his designer shades and delivering the line that told her everything she needed to know about him: You didn’t tell me she was Black. Carly went from there to the house that Trent shared with Casey Goodyear and Holt Betterly, and that had featured in so many
               of her nightmares since 2001. It appeared smaller and less imposing than she remembered, and that was a good thing.
            

            
            Orangewood Lake was the final stop on the “Taking Down the Boxes” tour—the Big Bad, specifically. Carly had parked on Gray
               Horse Way and followed the same ad hoc route they’d taken in Dana’s Corsica on that ominous September morning in 2001. There
               were several teens at the top—the girl in the Conan Gray T-shirt among them—taking turns to run and jump. During a quieter
               moment, Carly approached the edge and looked down. A deep and wicked chill swept immediately through her, stealing the breath
               from her lungs and lifting the hairs on her nape. Here, more than anywhere else in town, it felt that she was truly confronting
               her demons.
            

            
            Trent was still down there, all these years later, wrapped up in the tarp with the electrical cord cinched around it. Had
               the deep cold preserved his body? Had the bottom feeders found their way inside the tarp? Were his eyeballs still intact?
            

            
            Whatever his level of decomposition, he spoke to her.

            
            Carly slowed her breathing. She looked at the shimmering surface of the lake thirty-seven feet below and responded:

            
            “You no longer have power over me.” Centered, calmer, she spread her arms and puffed out her chest. “See? I’m not running anymore. I’m letting in the light.”
            

            
            He said he didn’t believe her.

            
            “I can prove it.”

            
            It must have been on her mind to jump because she’d worn her swimsuit up there.
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            “—one to ten?”

            
            “Huh?” Carly blinked and looked at the girl. “Sorry, I spaced out for a moment there.”

            
            “I said”—she rolled her eyes—“how scared are you on a scale of one to ten?”
            

            
            Carly gave this some thought. “Well, when I first got up here, it was an easy ten. But it’s dropped a little bit, so . . .
               maybe a five?”
            

            
            The girl chewed her gum, nodding and grinning. A few of her friends ran past her and took the plunge, howling all the way
               down. Elsewhere, a dog chased a ball into the water, and someone struck up a tune on a guitar.
            

            
            Carly looked at the girl, hooking her thumb toward the drop. “You go. I’m still undecided.”

            
            “Not happening,” the girl said, shaking her head. “Five out of ten? That’s nothing. I’m not jumping until you do.”
            

            
            “Oh? Is that what you think?”

            
            “It’s what I know.”
            

            
            “Really?”

            
            “You got this.”

            
            The girl was punky and devilish and entirely lovable. There was no red streak in her hair, otherwise Carly might have believed
               she had traveled back in time.
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            Warner Prince was protected even in death, or so it had seemed. The individuals who had dirt on him needed to protect themselves,
               and those who’d benefited from his financial contributions did not want the political fallout. Even the fact that a bullet
               fired from Warner’s Smith & Wesson Model 29 (a Christmas present from the mayor) was found in Dana Lee’s chest did not incriminate
               him.
            

            
            “Working theory is it was self-defense,” the Antelope Falls chief of police said to Carly. He wasn’t as deep in Warner’s pocket, but they’d gone fishing together on occasion. “I mean, look at it this way: Your boy shot thirty
               high-caliber rounds into Mr. Prince’s SUV, seriously injuring him and killing a former police officer in the process. That’s
               a fact, Detective. We’ve got video evidence from the gate.”
            

            
            Carly nodded. It was good quality, too.

            
            “All things considered,” he continued, “I’d say Michigan’s ‘Stand Your Ground’ law is looking very credible for Mr. Prince
               right now.”
            

            
            They had that law in Florida, too, and Carly had been quick to cite it in defense of her own lethal engagement.

            
            When the news of Warner’s death broke, there was an outpouring of public affection, both locally and globally. Warner was
               a big star in the eighties, after all—at one point the second-highest-paid child actor after Gary Coleman. The Black Ash Dispatch ran a six-page tribute, listing Warner’s accomplishments as an actor and businessman as well as the many wonderful things
               he’d brought to the community. Mayor Dirk Schafer delivered a tearful eulogy at the funeral, where mourners were lined up
               outside the door and in the street, too.
            

            
            Carly was determined to help uncover the truth about Warner, though. She needed to, in large part to bolster Anthony’s defense, but also to avenge her friend. While the local authorities were content to
               lionize Warner, the Michigan State Police investigated Anthony’s story: Warner was a crystal meth dealer. Warner had killed
               Mardi Roberson and Daran Stone. Anthony had wanted revenge.
            

            
            At Carly’s insistence, Anthony had provided the names of Warner’s accomplices—those he knew, anyway: Gregg Fontana, Juice
               Fisher, Rook Begović, Alison Pertwee, Jack the hotdog man, even Shady Pop—the eleven-year-old kid who spent his days hanging out at the Laguna
               Motel. These individuals were known to the police. They were questioned at length but remained tight-lipped.
            

            
            Lieutenant Thomas McKinney, spearheading the investigation, asked Anthony if he could lead them to where Daran and Mardi were
               buried.
            

            
            “No,” Anthony had replied. “It was the middle of nowhere. And dark.”

            
            This was November 30, three days after Thanksgiving. They were in Anthony’s hospital room. Carly was there, too, along with Dean Workman, the best criminal defense attorney she could find. 

            
            “I need you to concentrate, Anthony,” Lieutenant McKinney encouraged softly. “Put yourself in the back seat of that SUV. Colm’s
               sitting next to you. Warner’s up front, right?”
            

            
            “Right.”

            
            “Good. Now visualize that trip to the middle of nowhere.”

            
            “It’s hard.”

            
            “I know, but we really need this. You really need this.” McKinney leaned closer, elbows on his knees. Carly decided then that she liked him a lot, and she couldn’t
               say that about every cop. Not even most cops. “If we find Daran, ballistics will be able to match the bullet in his chest to Warner’s gun. You know how huge that
               is?”
            

            
            “Yeah,” Anthony said.

            
            “It’s the first piece,” Carly chipped in. “The one that gets everything moving. After that, all the dominos will fall.”

            
            “You will have proved your story is true and helped the police with their investigation, potentially uncovering a multimillion-dollar
               methamphetamine racket. And that, Anthony, will go a long way toward your defense.” McKinney snapped his fingers and pointed at the attorney. “Am I right?”
            

            
            “You’re right.”

            
            “At the very least, assuming we can’t make a case, we can return Daran’s and Mardi’s bodies to their families, and they’ll
               get a proper burial. Don’t you want to be a part of that?”
            

            
            “You know I do,” Anthony said.

            
            “Okay, so visualize that trip,” McKinney said. “Street signs. Buildings. Landmarks. Give me all the details, however small.”

            
            Anthony did, or as many of them as he could remember. He told Lieutenant McKinney that they had turned left out of the diner parking lot, heading north, and that they must have taken another road soon after because they didn’t go as far as Antelope Falls. The GPS had been switched off, he said, but the digital compass in the dashboard displayed north or northwest for most of the trip. They drove for about twenty minutes, taking a narrow track off-road for the last three or four. He guessed they were somewhere close to the Buzzard Hills Preserve. 

            
            “Oh, and we hit a deer.”

            
            “On the road or the track?” McKinney asked.

            
            “The road. Maybe ten minutes into the drive.”

            
            “Lots of deer on Applegate Trail,” Dean, the attorney, chimed in. “That’s northwest of Black Ash. I’ve nearly hit a few out
               there myself.”
            

            
            In the hallway afterward—a police officer guarding the door to Anthony’s room—McKinney had taken Carly to one side and told
               her what she already knew:
            

            
            “The information is too vague. There are miles of forest in that general area, and we’ll need a more precise location before
               we can bring in the cadaver dogs.”
            

            
            Carly nodded but wasn’t about to throw in the towel on this. “Do me a favor, one cop to another: As soon as Anthony has healed
               enough and is ready to leave this place, take him out with you—try to recreate the drive. There are bound to be visual cues
               that trigger something in his memory.”
            

            
            “Maybe,” McKinney said. He didn’t seem convinced.

            
            “It’s worth a shot.”

            
            A week later, the day after Anthony’s arraignment, Lieutenant McKinney signed him out of Jackson County Jail, and they went
               for a drive in an unmarked SUV. Carly sat up front with another officer behind the wheel. McKinney and Anthony sat in the
               back—Anthony’s left wrist cuffed to the lieutenant’s right.
            

            
            They started at the derelict Happy Days Diner and turned left out of the lot. With very little to go on, the driver followed
               the most direct route to Applegate Trail and the Buzzard Hills Preserve. Anthony was encouraged to speak up if anything seemed
               familiar. He was quiet for most of the trip but gestured out of the window when they passed a farm on the right.
            

            
            “We’re going the right way. I remember those grain bins. They were all lit up. I remember thinking they looked like something
               out of a science-fiction movie.”
            

            
            They continued through flat expanses of farmland, then up into the woods. Anthony said it looked familiar but couldn’t say for sure if they were still on the right road. They reached Applegate Trail and drove the length of it slowly. As they rounded a bend and the driver accelerated slightly, Anthony sat forward in his seat. 

            
            “This is where we hit the deer.”

            
            “Are you sure?” McKinney asked.

            
            “I mean, not one hundred percent.” Anthony looked through the rear windshield and nodded. “But yeah . . . it feels right. The shape of the trees. That bend in the road. I don’t know, I can’t explain it.”
            

            
            The driver stopped. They all got out. Almost two weeks had passed since Warner’s driver had clobbered that deer, but it would
               not have deteriorated yet, not in the hills, in the cold. Anthony mentioned that they hadn’t killed it outright—that he’d
               seen it dragging itself across the road. They walked into the woods, looking between the trees and in the foliage, and came
               across it two minutes later. It had dragged itself fifty yards before giving up and dying. The coyotes and other woodland
               opportunists had gotten to it, but it was mostly intact, covered with a light veil of snow.
            

            
            “We can’t be sure it’s the same deer,” the other cop said.

            
            “It is,” Anthony said.

            
            “Okay,” McKinney said, pinning the location on his phone. Carly did the same. “I’d say we’re getting close.”

            
            Unfortunately, this was as close as they got. They navigated the woodland roads just east of the Buzzard Hills Preserve, approximately
               fifteen miles northwest of Black Ash, for over an hour, back and forth, but nothing further triggered in Anthony’s head.
            

            
            “I’m sorry,” he said. “It was dark, and I was scared.”

            
            They drove back to Jackson. Carly returned to her hotel, still not ready to throw in the towel. She needed Daran’s corpse—that vital evidence. Working into the night, she surveyed the area again on her computer, bringing up satellite images, circling trails and pathways through the woods, separate from the locations they’d already checked. The following day, she drove out there again and walked those trails, looking for clues: tire tracks, blood, bullet casings . . . anything even remotely suspicious. 

            
            She found nothing, but that didn’t stop her from taking another run at Lieutenant McKinney.

            
            “You know Anthony’s telling the truth,” Carly said to him. They were sitting at his desk at the state police headquarters
               in Lansing. “The deer is not proof, I know that, but it supports Anthony’s story. We owe it to him—to Daran, to Mardi, and
               to all the people Warner Prince has wronged—to head back into those woods and take a harder look.”
            

            
            McKinney looked at the printouts Carly had handed him, with the new areas circled, comparing them to his own maps and notes.

            
            “Needle in a haystack,” he said.

            
            Carly spread her hands: So what?

            
            The lieutenant cracked a smile. “We’ll try one more time.”

            
            He would be glad they did.
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            They went out again the next day: Left out of the Happy Days parking lot, past the science-fiction grain bins, past the dead
               deer. From here they followed Carly’s printouts, taking a series of narrow, twisty roads, moving from one red circle to the
               next. At the third location, Anthony shot forward in his seat—dragging Lieutenant McKinney with him—and shouted at the driver
               to stop.
            

            
            The tires screeched.

            
            Anthony’s right arm was in a sling. He used his head to point at a rutted track between the trees.

            
            “That way,” he said.

            
            “That isn’t a road,” the cop behind the wheel said. “It’s barely a trail.”

            
            “That way,” Anthony said again.

            
            They got out and followed the track on foot, bundled up against the cold. Anthony led the way. He started to breathe uneasily and shake his head, as if willing away memories. They arrived at a clearing after a few minutes and stopped. 

            
            “This is where we parked,” Anthony said. His voice was as cold as the air.

            
            They continued for another thirty yards or so, ducking beneath branches, wending between tightly knit trees, and came to another
               clearing. It was smaller, oval shaped. The ground was littered with frozen leaves but earthy beneath.
            

            
            Anthony stepped into the middle, pulling McKinney along by the cuff, then fell to his knees and cried. Carly went to him and
               hugged him as gently as she was able.
            

            
            “How deep, Anthony?” McKinney asked a moment later.

            
            “Six feet,” Anthony said, and shrugged his good shoulder. “Maybe seven.”

            
            “Hmm.” McKinney surveyed the square footage and shook his head. “Too deep for the dogs, I think.”

            
            “You don’t need dogs,” Anthony said, and pointed between his knees. “You just need a shovel.”
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            Forensic investigators exhumed seven bodies from that clearing in the middle of the woods. Over the course of three days,
               numerous slugs and bullet fragments were carefully recovered, with ballistics matching most of them to Colm Stockwell’s Walther
               PDP, and the rest—including the one they tweezered from Daran’s chest—to Warner’s Model 29.
            

            
            Carly had predicted that the dominos would fall, and she was right. When the evidence came to light, Mayor Dirk Schafer leapt
               off the Warner Prince love train so fast it was like his ass was on fire (and politically speaking, it was). Black Ash’s chief
               of police wasn’t far behind, promising to work closely with the state police in uncovering the full extent of Warner’s corruption.
            

            
            Not all the accomplices that Anthony had named gave up information, but some of them did. The pressure of being linked to such a high-profile case was clearly too great. Lieutenant McKinney and his team followed the dominos, chasing every lead, grilling every scumbag whose name was mentioned. On the evening of January 4, officers from the Michigan State Police, along with DEA agents, raided a farmhouse six miles north of Lansing. There they found Matheson Lightly, a former homoeopathic practitioner turned meth cook. 

            
            “I surrender myself absolutely,” he said. He was sitting in his basement smoking a Montecristo No. 2, surrounded by various
               glassware, tubing, chemicals, and burners: the paraphernalia of his trade. “After all, I’ve been expecting you.”
            

            
            And for quite some time, it appeared. Believing this day would come, Matheson had spent the last four years accumulating bargaining
               evidence. He had recordings of his phone conversations with Warner, and secretly taped videos of their meetings and transactions.
            

            
            The information was highly incriminating, he assured them, and he had it all stored on a single flash drive . . . which he
               was willing to hand over to the authorities in exchange for a “fair shake.”
            

            
            “I don’t expect immunity, but I do expect a drastically reduced sentence.” Matheson extinguished his cigar and held his wrists out to be handcuffed. “We can
               negotiate the terms in the presence of my attorney.”
            

            
            Warner’s downfall was complete. The press went to town on him and the internet did its thing: a cascade of opinions, conspiracy
               theories, and Lalo Soto memes. Those aligned with Warner either crawled beneath the biggest rock they could find or were arrested
               (Gregg Fontana, for instance, who faced charges of money laundering, financial fraud, and conspiracy). In addition, Warner’s
               entire estate became subject to forfeiture pending ongoing investigations.
            

            
            On a Thursday evening in late February, NBC aired a one-hour special called Warner Prince: The Evil That Men Do—a deep dive into the former child star’s rise to fame and his cataclysmic spiral into infamy. It was a huge hit, winning
               critical acclaim and earning the network its highest ratings of the month.
            

            
            Warner was prime time again.

            
         
         
            6

            Daran’s body was flown back to Florida. He didn’t have much in the way of close family. No mom or dad, only a grandmother
               and a sister, both of whom were at his funeral, and both of whom cried deeply—not only because they would miss him, but because
               his death was such an unnecessary tragedy.
            

            
            Carly had never liked Daran and didn’t pretend otherwise now, but she sent flowers to his grandmother and donated generously
               to Flowing Rivers Youth Hall, the juvenile detention center that had been Daran’s home for three years.
            

            
            And Mardi?

            
            Fuck Mardi.

            
         
         
            7

            In March, Anthony was sentenced to life in prison with parole eligibility, but not before he’d served a minimum of twenty-five
               years. He was taken from the courthouse to Jackson County Jail, where he’d lived since getting out of hospital, and was transferred
               to his new home forty-eight hours later: Audell Correctional Facility, nine miles south of Black Ash.
            

            
            That Anthony would be sent away for a long time was never in doubt. He was up on a multitude of charges, ranging from felony
               firearm to first-degree murder. Carly, a lowly Florida detective, could not protect him, but she had helped pull the shiny cover off Warner Prince and build a more honest narrative around her son. Here was a good kid—a college
               student, the only child of two cops—who had recently suffered a debilitating loss and had subsequently been corrupted by a
               very bad man. Anthony’s crimes were an emotional response to the murder of his two friends and the mental trauma that Warner
               had put him through.
            

            
            Before sentencing, the judge had addressed the court. He had kind eyes but a stern voice.

            
            “It’s important to note that this was not an impulsive act,” he’d boomed. “It was wholly premeditated. The defendant had more than twenty-four hours to think about what he was doing and at any point he could’ve made better decisions.” 

            
            Carly had wanted to jump to her feet and defend Anthony, but she restrained her mama-bear urges. The judge was right, after
               all. He must have seen something in her expression, though, because he looked at her directly as he continued:
            

            
            “It’s easy to see Mr. Rivers in a fragile light, someone who was led astray at his most vulnerable. And yes, that’s true.
               But looking at this case with the privilege of impartiality and a duty to do what is just, what I see is also true . . . and that’s an angry young man with a gun.”
            

            
            The judge passed the sentence, taking everything into account: Anthony’s hitherto clean record, his family background, his
               history with Warner Prince, and the fact that he’d aided the police with their posthumous investigation. Life with parole
               eligibility wasn’t the best outcome, but it was far from the worst. Anthony had been looking at spending the rest of his days
               behind bars with no chance of parole. His attorney told Carly that the possibility of being a free man sometime around his forty-sixth birthday—still
               young—should be considered a win.
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            Carly had visited Anthony four times, most recently in the week before embarking on her “Taking Down the Boxes” tour. She
               made the now-familiar flight from Jax to Detroit, then the hour-long drive to Black Ash. The town was no prettier in the summer
               than it was in the fall. Not much had changed since Warner had died. Crime was still high, as was unemployment. On a brighter
               note, its problems with methamphetamine usage had notably improved.
            

            
            She continued south to Audell Correctional. It was a newer facility, built in 2012, with an 870-prisoner capacity over three security levels. As well as a thorough array of self-help and educational programs, it also had a small theater, a full-size basketball court, and a daily yoga and meditation class. There were better places to spend twenty-five years, but there were also much worse. 

            
            Anthony looked good, despite how heartbreaking it was to see him in orange. His shoulder had mostly healed, and he’d obviously
               been making use of the prison’s health and fitness facilities. But the most notable change was on the inside. His eyes were
               clearer, his demeanor was kinder, and he smiled more often. It was without doubt the happiest that Carly had seen him since
               his father had died.
            

            
            “I started a new program,” he said to her. “They were touching hands across the table, and he didn’t appear abashed about
               it at all. “It’s called Thinking for a Change. It helps you look at things differently and approach problems in more constructive
               ways.”
            

            
            “Good,” Carly said to him. “You’ll get a lot out of that.”

            
            “I already have,” he said. “It’s like the way I look at this place. Yeah, I’m in prison. I’m doing time. But instead of time
               being a slog, a hardship, it can be a positive: a time to grow.”
            

            
            Carly never cried during her visits. She always waited until she’d left the prison, driving past the twin rows of twelve-foot
               fencing topped with razor wire. Looking at Anthony now—this stronger, improving version of him—she felt the tears wanted to
               make an early appearance and had to work hard to hold them back.
            

            
            “That’s a good way of looking at it,” she said.

            
            “Right? The program works.” A dry smile tweaked the corners of his mouth.

            
            “I’d still prefer you weren’t here.”

            
            “And that’s something else I’ve been thinking about. If I’d stayed in that hotel room in Bowling Green, and if I’d gone back
               to Florida with you, I’d be a free man . . . but I’d still be damaged and sad and hateful. I’d still be in prison, but up here instead.” Anthony removed his hand from hers and tapped his brow with both forefingers. “What kind
               of life is that?”
            

            
            “We’d have gotten you help. The best in the state.”

            
            “Smashing cars with a sledgehammer?”

            
            “Just for starters.”

            
            Anthony reached across the table and took her hand again. “What I’m saying is, I’m okay here, Mom. I may not be moving up
               in the world, but I am moving forward.”
            

            
            Carly nodded. She looked around the visitation area: a common room with twelve tables, most of them occupied. She saw parents,
               children, friends, brothers, and sisters. They engaged with various degrees of animation. They laughed, cried, and presumably
               grew. There was a guard on every wall.
            

            
            Visits were in twenty-minute blocks, a desperately short amount of time. Carly and Anthony used most of it on sweet, idle
               chatter. Anthony said that he was thinking about picking up a musical instrument—the prison had an excellent music program
               and there were even opportunities to go into a proper recording studio. Carly filled him in on the stuff back at home: The
               construction on Anders Street, a new Zaxby’s at the mall, Uncle Efrem’s shingles. Earthshaking stuff.
            

            
            All too soon, one of the guards barked a three-minute warning. Carly sighed and looked at Anthony, thinking again how good he looked. It would be a couple of months before she could visit again, but this was a nice memory to keep in the meantime.
            

            
            “What do you have planned for the rest of the day?” he asked.

            
            “Nothing much,” she said. “Find a hotel, grab a quick bite to eat, then get some shuteye. I have an early flight tomorrow.”

            
            “Home?”

            
            “New Jersey,” she said, and something thumped in her chest, like an overloaded box falling from a high place. “I have some
               things I need to sort out.”
            

            
            “Soul searching?”

            
            “Something like that.”

            
            “Good,” he said, and his smile was beautiful.

            
            “And you?” Carly raised one eyebrow. “Big plans?”

            
            “Actually, yeah. I’m hitting the gym later and I’ve got prayer group in . . .” He looked at the clock. “. . . three minutes.
               The sun is shining so we’re going outside.”
            

            
            A few of the tables started to empty. Chair legs scraped. There were more tears. Carly readied herself to leave, straightening her T-shirt, fanning her eyes (they were a little bit damp). She was about to stand when Anthony squeezed her fingers and leaned across the desk toward her. His voice was low and there was a solemn edge to it. 

            
            “Mom?”

            
            “Mm-hmm.”

            
            “I need to ask you something, and I want you to be honest with me.”

            
            “Okay.” Carly knew where this was going.

            
            “I once asked Dana if she’d come and live with us in Florida.” He shrugged and held his thumb and forefinger an inch apart.
               “I had this much of a crush on her, you know.”
            

            
            Carly raised her eyebrow again. “You don’t say.”

            
            “She said she there was no way she could live with us because you and her had history. I got the sense it wasn’t the good
               kind.”
            

            
            “Right.”

            
            “Then,” Anthony continued, “on the night you came to pick me up, I overheard you and Dana talking. You thought I was sleeping,
               but I wasn’t.”
            

            
            “Oh.”

            
            “I heard you say that you and Dana had done something bad. Something terrible. That was the word you used.”
            

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “So . . .” Anthony looked into her eyes, reading her in that freakishly perceptive way he had. “What did you do?”

            
            Carly held her breath. Her mind raced. This was something she vowed never to tell anybody. She and Dana had carried it for
               all these years. They had dragged it, and at times the weight had been overwhelming. She looked at her hand clasped in Anthony’s. Mother and son. So alike in
               so many ways and now burdened with eerily similar weights. Another lie would only add to both.
            

            
            “We killed a man,” she whispered, returning his penetrative stare. “A bad man.”
            

            
            Anthony showed only the merest reaction: a slight flaring of the eyes and nostrils. He squeezed her fingers again but in a
               comforting way.
            

            
            “One minute,” the guard called.
            

            
            “We hid the body. We got away with it. Except we didn’t. It’s been a constant torment. A curse. A disease.” Carly tapped her
               brow and nodded. “It’s been a prison.”
            

            
            “How long ago was this?”

            
            “Twenty-five years in September.”

            
            “Well,” Anthony said. He leaned all the way over and planted a kiss on her forehead. “I think that makes you eligible for
               parole.”
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            Carly left the prison fifteen minutes later, having taken a moment to compose herself in the washroom and collect her personal
               items from visitor check-in. Sure enough, the tears spouted from her eyes, and she was happy to let them. Walking across the
               parking lot, she noticed Anthony’s prayer group on the west lawn. There were maybe thirty men sitting crisscross-applesauce
               with their heads lowered. Their domed orange backs swelled and swayed. Carly thought they looked like marigolds nodding beneath
               the sun.
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            The “Taking Down the Boxes” tour was the second spiritual journey Carly had made that year. The first was a month before,
               in May, and she’d taken Dana with her.
            

            
            In the immediate aftermath of Thanksgiving, Carly had gone to Dana’s apartment, desperate to find something that would incriminate
               Warner Prince. She had shown her badge to Dana’s landlord. He looked at it with a deep line penciled into his forehead. Carly
               expected him to mention the palm tree and the word JACKSONVILLE stamped across the front, but he clearly didn’t have the inclination.
               He fished a bunch of keys from the pocket of his baggy-ass jeans and let her in.
            

            
            Carly wouldn’t allow herself to be maudlin about being in Dana’s space. She was in cop mode—there to do a job. She went straight to the computer, because in this day and age, a computer or a phone was always the best place to find dirt. It was password protected, but Carly found a password book in one of the kitchen drawers. Moments later, she was digging through Dana’s files, her emails, her life.
            

            
            She spent three hours staring at the screen and found nothing damaging against Warner. There were a few photos of him and
               Dana from their dating days, but that was all. It hadn’t been a pointless exercise, though. Looking through Dana’s recent
               search history, Carly found multiple entries regarding the town of Bozeman, Montana: things to do, places to eat, crime rate,
               employment opportunities, rental properties, cost of living. She smiled fondly and sadly at the same time, recalling Dana
               packing a suitcase on the final morning of her life (that suitcase was still on her bed), saying that she knew where she was
               going.
            

            
            “A cute little town,” Carly said. “Two time zones away.”

            
            Dana was cremated four days later at a small service in Black Ash, attended only by her younger brother, Conor, and the funeral
               director. (Dana’s older brother, Michael, had moved to Australia after their father had died, and nobody had heard from him
               since.) There was a memorial service the following day, which Carly was invited to, and she was happy to see that the room
               was almost full. Carly made small talk when she couldn’t avoid it but mostly kept to herself. When the sandwiches and Cheetos
               had gone, and most of the guests had left, she approached Conor and asked if he had plans for Dana’s ashes.
            

            
            “Take them back to Avon Hill, I guess,” he said, shrugging. “Maybe bury them in the backyard.”

            
            Where the dogs shat, and the barbecue grease dripped.

            
            “Would you mind handing them over to me?” Carly said, producing a warm smile from who knew where. “I have something truly
               beautiful in mind.”
            

            
            Carly touched down at Bozeman Yellowstone with Dana’s ashes in a carry-on bag. She rented a car and drove into the city. It was a perfect late spring day, with clear views of the Bridger Range to the northeast and the Gallatins to the south. Some of the higher peaks were still crowned with snow. 

            
            “This was a good choice, Dana,” Carly said. It was easy to imagine Dana’s unbridled spirit riding along with her ashes, which
               Carly had placed in the passenger seat. Every now and then, she sensed Dana sitting beside her, shimmering softly, taking
               it all in.
            

            
            It was warm for the time of year; the rental’s touchscreen showed 75 degrees. Carly cruised through downtown Bozeman with
               the windows open and the stereo playing. She’d compiled a playlist of all her and Dana’s favorite tracks from back in the
               day. When “Survivor” by Destiny’s Child came on, Carly cranked the volume so loud that people turned to look as she drove
               by. She laughed and sang along and imagined Dana doing the same.
            

            
            It grew later. The bars and restaurants came to life. They all looked like places where Dana would eat, drink, and dance—where
               her wild soul would shine. Carly cruised a while longer. She’d been up and down these streets dozens of times and had seen
               Dana everywhere. She always had a smile on her face.
            

            
            “This is where you’ll be,” Carly said, stroking the bag in the passenger seat, feeling the corners of the temporary urn inside.
               “I won’t be able to call or text you, but every time I think of you, this is where you’ll be. Not Avon Hill. Not Black Ash. But right here.”
            

            
            The following morning, Carly drove out of the city and into the foothills of the Bridgers. After only ten minutes she found
               a trailhead she liked the look of, parked the rental, and started hiking. It was still and beautiful, chilly enough that she
               had to wear a jacket, but the mountain air was the freshest she had ever breathed. She carried Dana’s ashes in the same little
               bag, swinging it gently by her side, as if they were holding hands. The scenery was breathtaking. Pines and firs dressed the
               rugged landscape, deep green and moving slowly in the breeze. Wildflowers flaunted their spring colors with a brashness that
               Dana would have admired.
            

            
            It was early on a weekday morning. Carly encountered a few other hikers, but for long stretches she didn’t see another soul. Even so, to ensure absolute privacy, she ventured off-trail for half a mile or so, cutting between the pines and crashing through ferns and wild grasses, even sliding on her butt down a sloping limestone boulder that jutted from the earth like the skullcap of some huge dinosaur. She arrived at a place where the breeze hummed and the trees nodded agreeably. A stream trickled south between redolent patches of lupine and balsamroot. 

            
            Carly sat down on a rock and took it all in. She was a little out of breath but felt invigorated.

            
            “What do you think, Dana?”

            
            Dana smiled and nodded. She danced barefoot in the stream and sang with the meadowlarks.

            
            “Yeah. I love it, too.” Carly unzipped the bag and removed the temporary urn. She used her thumbnail to score the line of
               tape across the top, then pulled open the flaps and removed a bag of ashes that weighed no more than five pounds.
            

            
            The sun shone through the pines in dazzling lines and touched this tiny portion of the mountainside. Carly said a few words,
               telling Dana that she was sad they hadn’t spent more of their adult life together, but that she would never forget the time
               they had shared.
            

            
            Dana stood nearby, looking at the pines and the flowers and the small city glimmering below. The streak in her hair was as
               broad and bright as her smile.
            

            
            “Be happy, girl.”

            
            Carly scattered the ashes, watching them swirl and climb. She thought they glittered in the sunlight but maybe that was her
               imagination. Afterward, she sat down and absorbed the vital scenery and thought for a long time about her friend.
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            A Jet Ski purred across Orangewood Lake, drawing a straight white line from left to right. The breeze had picked up, but it was still warm. It skated across the top of the Big Bad, carrying the sounds from down below: the splashing, laughter, and music. The birds harmonized in a variety of keys and octaves. 

            
            Trent Collier whispered to Carly from the depths.

            
            “I’m not afraid,” Carly replied.

            
            “Jump then,” the punky girl in the Conan Gray T-shirt said. A few other kids had gathered behind her, big-eyed and excited,
               waiting to see if the old lady had it in her. A few of them had their cell phones ready: viral alert.
            

            
            Carly puffed out her cheeks. She looked toward the edge of the drop and Trent spoke to her. He told her that he was waiting
               for her at the bottom, and that he would always be waiting for her. He was her curse and her prison, and she would never be set free.
            

            
            The girl gently touched Carly’s arm. “You can do this.”

            
            Carly nodded. She’d come a long way. She’d taken a lantern to her soul and gone deep. But there was one last box to take down.
               It was the heaviest box by far. The one that blocked the most light.
            

            
            “I’m not afraid,” she said again. She looked at the girl, then at the growing cluster of teenagers behind her. “Get your phones
               ready.”
            

            
            They did. At least half a dozen rectangles appeared in the air. Carly stepped farther away from the edge, not in retreat,
               but to get a good run-up. She rolled her shoulders and swayed on the spot, drawing energy from the sun and the birdsong and
               all bright things. She started to sing her and Dana’s favorite Destiny’s Child song, whispering the first few lines then belting
               it out so everyone could hear, not just at the top of the Big Bad but right across Orangewood Lake. When she got to the chorus,
               she lifted her chin, threw her arms wide, and shouted from the shiniest part of her soul:
            

            
            “She keeps me wild!”
            

            
            Carly ran toward the edge and launched herself into the clear and open sky.
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