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Chapter One
Pedophile:
Noun
An adult who is sexually attracted to children.
Scum.
Sleazeball.
Creep.
Loser.
Lowlife.
Asswipe.
Dad.



Chapter Two
Benjamin Franklin. My Dad.
Not that Benjamin Franklin.
That Benjamin Franklin.
Pedophile and murderer.
Freaked out?
Did you even know a bastard like that could lead a regular life?
With a wife and two children. A son and a daughter. No, nor did we. Until it was too late.
Too fucking late.
The numbing shock when he was arrested. The disbelief. The conviction that the police had gotten it wrong. Way wrong. Even in the face of damning evidence, we knew that the truth would come out. That the evidence got switched. That there was a cover up, or something.
Something.
Then the police found locks of hair belonging to each of those dead boys, so well hidden in the little trinket box my dad’s mom gave him on her deathbed.
Then we knew. Really knew.
And that’s when our lives changed.
Forever.



Chapter Three
Walking into the kitchen, I wonder if today’s going to be any different, so I test it by opening the refrigerator, grabbing the OJ, and taking a huge swallow from the carton. Glancing to the side, I wait for a reaction.
Nothing.
Nada.
Zilch.
Like I’m surprised? It’s just that today, of all days, I hoped something might change. That Mom might acknowledge my existence and actually notice when I do the one thing she really hates. And maybe even offer to make me a special breakfast, the way she used to. What the fuck do I know?
I keep looking at her, but she doesn’t notice, she just sits at the table with her hands wrapped around a mug of steaming coffee, staring into space. It suddenly strikes me how gray her hair is now, making her look way over thirty-nine. It didn’t used to be. In the past, she’d spend hours at the hair salon.
And every day, she wears the same green track pants and shapeless, faded red tee. Before it all happened, she spent so much money on clothes and stuff, it wasn’t funny. Her shopping obsession was a family joke. But it didn’t matter. We could afford it because Dad inherited loads of money when his parents died, just before Amy was born. First his mom and then his dad a few months later. No, money was never a problem. Still isn’t. And she was always buying me and Amy things. Every week, we’d get something new.
And look at the house. Not that it’s dirty; she has a cleaner come in once a week. But it’s nothing like it was. No flowers in all the downstairs rooms. No home baked cookies. It’s like living in a hotel. Cold. And the garden’s all grass now, which I have to mow every couple of weeks because the gardener left after Mom instructed him to pull up the flowers and shrubs to stop people from hiding in there. By “people,” I mean the press.
I get it, though. It’s the same for me. The past nine months have been hell. All I wanted to do was run and hide somewhere I’d never be found. Away from the constant attention of the media. Away from the whispering neighbors. Away from the school corridors and those shits who think that I knew what was going on and could’ve done something about it.
You’d think I’d have my family to fall back on, but it’s like I’m dealing with it all on my own, and there are times when my head feels like it’ll explode.
Realizing that today’s gonna be no different, I start to make my breakfast. First taking out the bread and placing each slice the same way up in the toaster, then taking a plate and knife and lining them up next to each other. It’s just the way I do things. I like order. Nothing ever out of place.
Just like Dad. He was a neat freak, too.
“Jed,” Mom says, the sound of her voice making me start.
“Yes?” My heartbeat quickens as I wait anxiously to see if she’s remembered. I spin around to face her, though she’s still staring ahead.
“I want to you to take Amy to school today,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper.
“Why?” I challenge, the frustration of this whole situation getting to me even more than usual.
She swings her head around and looks in my direction. The listlessness in her eyes wrenches at my gut. She’s like a walking zombie. It’s like on the day Dad got arrested almost a year ago she totally gave up on life. She’s only visited him once in prison, and that was just after the arrest. I’ve no idea what went down. She didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. But she came home, packed all his things in boxes, and called a guy to collect them and put them into storage. She doesn’t talk to me about him at all, hasn’t even mentioned the trial, which, according to the papers, is due to start real soon.
I’ve been working out the best way to tell her I’m going to the trial. I need to go. To try and make sense out of everything that happened. To understand how a regular guy—correction, who we thought was a regular guy—like Dad could do something so horrendously despicable that it defies comprehension. He might’ve pleaded not guilty, but that’s crap. The evidence is too damning for him not to be.
Or maybe I shouldn’t say anything to Mom. I’m seventeen, not a kid. And it’s not like she’s gonna care. She never knows where I am or what I’m doing. Never asks about school. Only does my laundry if I bring it downstairs myself, and, when it’s clean, it stays in the basket ’til I put it away. Not that that’s a problem, it’s just so different from how she used to be. In the past, every time she went into my room, she’d empty my laundry basket. I can’t remember the last time she set foot in there.
“I’ve got a headache,” she responds.
She stands, leaves her mug on the table, and heads for the door just as Amy, my five-year-old sister, comes racing in and crashes into her.
“Sorry,” Amy says, untangling herself from Mom and scampering into the kitchen. “Jed, have you seen Rolo?”
Rolo’s her bear. She’s had it since she was born, and it never leaves her side—even more so since Mom’s checked out.
“Try the den, then come back for breakfast. I’m taking you to school today.”
I pull a bowl from the cupboard and pour some cereal in it for her. Looks like she doesn’t remember, either. Though why would she at her age?
Whatever.
Happy Birthday to Me.



Chapter Four
Opening my locker, I see a card lying on top of my books. Frowning, I quickly turn my head and scan the corridor but can’t see anyone acting suspiciously. I take it out and stare at this inoffensive looking white envelope. It looks like a birthday card. But who sent it? There’s no one around here who would send a card. Apart from my friend, Summer, and we’re supposed to be getting together later on.
I stare for a while then finally run my finger under the seal and pull out one of those cards with a black and white photo of a young boy from the 1920s on the front, dressed in long shorts and a cap on his head. When I open it, I’m confronted by bright red letters, saying:
Jerk off to this, you perv.
I drop the card to the ground and stamp on it, twisting and twisting my foot trying to destroy the disgusting contents. Why? My dad’s the perv. The pedophile. The murderer. I’m not responsible for what he’s done.
Am I?
Then why do idiots like this act like I am? It’s been nine months but they behave like it was yesterday. Whispering when I walk by. Staring at me in the cafeteria. Ignoring me. That’s high school kids for you. Fucking hardnosed bastards. Why can’t things go back to how they were? When I’d hang out with my friends talking about football, cars and college applications.
“Got a problem, loser?” snarls Darren Foster, as he creeps up behind me.
My heart pounds. Not because I’m scared of him. No way. He’s a pathetic piece of shit. He just caught me off guard, that’s all. I’ve known him since elementary school, was even friends with him then. Not now. Not for a long time. And now I know who put the card in my locker.
“Fuck off,” I say turning and shoving him so hard he has to grab hold of the lockers to stop from falling.
“You’ll be sorry for that, perv. I’ll be waiting for you. Better watch your back.” He puffs out his chest and lifts his shoulders to try and make himself seem taller. He’s got a real complex about being only five seven and hates that I’m over six foot.
“Yeah right.” I glance to the side as a couple of ninth grade boys walk past.
“You can’t stop yourself, can you? Like father like son.” His eyes narrow and he stares at me with such hatred I want to punch his lights out.
“Shut up, Foster.” I grab him by the neck and hold him against the locker. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He wriggles and waves his fists in my direction but can’t reach. Eventually I let him go, disgusted with myself for stooping to his level, and he falls to the floor. I turn and begin to walk away when he starts again.
“You’re telling me you had no idea what he did? Are you sure he didn’t take you with him, so you could watch him touch those boys and see them squirm and scream for their lives until they were dead? That you weren’t there when Warren’s cousin was killed?”
I feel sick to my stomach. A distant cousin of a guy at school was one of Dad’s victims. I knew about it at the time the body was found. We all did. But the boy lived way down in southern Arizona so it wasn’t something we got sucked into. And it was my dad who did it. My fucking dad. How could Foster even think that I’d want to be there when that was happening?
I retrace my steps and stand in front of him, as he scrambles to his feet.
“I told you. I. Am. Not. My. Father.” I fold my arms tightly across my chest and eyeball him.
“Not yet. But, in the future you will be. See, it’s in the blood. Everyone knows that.”
What the fuck? He doesn’t know that. No one does. I can’t listen to what he’s saying or I’ll go crazy. It’s not in the blood. No. Absolutely, definitely not….
“You’re talking garbage. You’ve no proof, you jerk.”
“I don’t need proof, it’s there for everyone to see. Like when we all thought you must be gay for not doing Summer Mackenzie. We just hadn’t realized you’d prefer young boys.”
The hairs on the back of my neck stand at the mere mention of her name coming from his depraved lips.
Summer lives next door and she’s my best friend. We’ve known each other since kindergarten. And I didn’t do Summer because I respect her. She’s never wavered in her support for me, not once. I couldn’t ask more than that. The trouble is my feelings for her are way stronger than you have for a friend. I’ve wanted to ask her out for ages and even planned to ask her to the fall dance last year but backed out at the last minute. I didn’t want to risk our friendship. It doesn’t matter now.
“Leave Summer out of it,” I growl.
“Or what?”
I draw my fist back and am just about to lay one on him, when I hear someone running up behind me shouting, “Jed. Stop. Stop.” I turn and see Troy. “He’s not worth it. Do you wanna get charged for assault? Leave him alone.”
Troy’s right, Foster’s not worth it.
I drop my arm, and stare at Foster.
“Fuck off. Just Fuck. Off,” I holler.
I’m not my dad. I’m never gonna be my dad. I don’t care what Foster says, he knows nothing.
“You fuck off,” Foster says over his shoulder after marching off and he’s far enough away from me so I can’t grab him. Wise move, the way I’m feeling.
“Ignore that asswad,” Troy says shaking his head.
Troy’s in my class and has been a good friend since it all happened. Treated me like he always has and not some weird specimen.
“Yeah, sure.”
I let out a long sigh then bend over and pick up the card, tear it in to pieces and toss it in the trash. Then I reach into my locker for some books and head down the corridor toward the lab for IT.
At my age I shouldn’t be so pathetic about my birthday, it’s just that they’ve always been such a big thing in our house. For that one day everyone has to do what the birthday person asks them to. It’s tradition. It’s…
“Jed. Happy Birthday.” The sound of Summer’s cheery voice jerks me away from my thoughts.
She’s with her friend Rachel, and is head and shoulders taller than her. I watch as she runs over, her long dark hair hanging loose over her shoulders and swinging from side to side. She flings her arms around me and kisses me on the cheek. I breathe in her scent, a light sort of sweet and fruity smell. It’s just so… Summer. I want to put my arms around her and hug her tightly, to forget everything that’s happened and pretend I’m living in a parallel universe somewhere. Or just back to fall last year, when we’d go for picnics in our special place, Redwood Park, where we’d sit under the trees for hours planning our futures. But I don’t. Instead she drops her arms and steps back. As friends do.
“Thanks,” I mutter, trying to smile but all I end up doing is twitching my lips slightly.
She hands me a card, which I stare at with trepidation, then berate myself for being so stupid. Summer’s not out to screw me over.
“Did your mom get you anything?” she asks.
“What do you think? She didn’t even remember it’s my birthday. Acted like today’s no different from any other day.”
I open the card and have to fight back the emotions when I read her message.
Don’t let them get you down.
You’re the real deal
“She might have something for you when you get home,” she says, sounding hopeful.
I’d love to share her optimism but my guess is Mom’s forgotten. Or if she did remember, didn’t think it worth celebrating.
“Not gonna happen. It’s okay, I don’t mind. She is how she is.”
And nothing’s gonna change it. Life as I used to know it is gone.



Chapter Five
Elliott Digby James:
Age nine a quarter.
Son of Barbara and Derek.
Brother of Harry and Lulu.
Blond curly hair.
Dimples on either cheek.
Sparkling hazel eyes with flecks of gold.
Four feet ten inches tall.
Owner of three goldfish, one cat, two hamsters and a frog.
Soccer crazy. Posters of Beckham on his bedroom wall.
Attends Rotherham Junior School.
Top of his class in English.
Bottom of his class in Math.
Has a crush on Melanie Strong.
Best friends with George and William.
Benjamin Franklin’s first victim.
Dead.



Chapter Six
“Hey buddy,” I say, when Dawson, the nine-year-old kid from across the street, runs over to me as I’m locking my car after driving home from school. His eyes are all bloodshot, it looks like he’s been crying. “You okay?”
“I fell off my bike.” He shows me his arm which is bleeding and covered in mud.
“Go home and get your mom to fix you up,” I say.
He’s a sweet kid, but I’m in no mood for company after today’s run-in with Foster.
“I can’t, she’ll kill me. I’ve broken my new bike.” Tears form in his eyes and he brushes them away with his sleeve.
“She’ll understand,” I say gently. Not totally convinced by what I’m saying as I’ve seen his mom in action. She’s always shouting at him for doing nothing. I feel really sorry for the kid sometimes. It’s not like he’s a little monster.
“Can you fix it, please?” he implores. “Before Mom sees.”
I draw in a deep breath. All I really want to do is shut myself away in my bedroom and celebrate my birthday alone. My very own pity party.
“Bring it to the garage where my tools are and I’ll take a look.” Dawson’s face drops. “What?”
“Mom will see me.”
“Okay. You go inside and tell her you fell over and while she’s fixing your arm, I’ll shoot around to the back of your house and take it. Come back later.”
How could I not help? Apart from Summer, Dawson’s one of the few people in the neighborhood who doesn’t treat my mom and sister like social outcasts. Probably because his family only moved here a few months ago after dad had already been arrested. I’m sure someone has mentioned it to them, but it hasn’t seemed to have have any impact since they weren’t here at the time everything went down, and his mom seems fine about him coming over here. Which is surprising seeing as she can be such a bitch.
“Dawson.”
We both turn our heads at the sound of Amy’s sing-song voice and watch her cycle toward us. I bought her a pink Big Wheel for her birthday, and she rides it all hours of the day. Given the opportunity, she’d take it to bed with her, I’m sure.
“Hey, Amy,” Dawson says.
Amy’s got a childish crush on him and always hangs around if he’s with me. She pretends to understand what we’re talking about. And Dawson’s good with her, doesn’t treat her like a baby.
“What have you done to your arm?” she asks, frowning slightly.
“Fell off my bike,” Dawson replies, puffing out his chest like it’s such an achievement. “I’m going home to clean it up.”
He says good-bye, and we stand watching him cross the road and go into his house.
After sending Amy into the garage, so she can leave her Big Wheel and go in to get ready for the dentist, I run over and take Dawson’s bike from near the shed in the yard. I inspect the damage and realize it’s not as bad as Dawson thought. The chain’s come off, and there are a few scratches and dents but nothing that can’t be fixed.
It’s almost as good as new thirty minutes later when Dawson runs into the garage. He stops in his tracks and stares, open-mouthed, his eyes wide.
“It’s fixed.”
“Sure is. Your mom will never know.”
“Thanks, Jed. Thanks.” He grabs the handles, swings his leg over, and sits on the seat, his toes just touching the ground. All the time, there’s a huge smile plastered across his face.
“No problem. How’s your arm?”
“Good. Mom washed it and put on a Band-Aid. I’d better go back. She doesn’t know I’m here.”
What I’d give for my life to be fixed so easily.
“Okay. See you around, kid.”
I lock the garage door behind him and wander into the house. It’s silent, because Mom and Amy have left. Mom wanted me to take Amy, but I’m not old enough to sign if she needs any treatment. I think about going to the kitchen and starting dinner, then I think better of it. I have a can of beer in my closet that’s calling me.
On my way upstairs, my phone vibrates. Glancing at the screen, I see it’s a text from Summer.
be here in 5 taking you out
I rarely go out these days, because I’m looking after Amy. But I sure as hell could do with getting away from here. And an evening with Summer will be cool. The beer can wait ’til later.
I leave a note for Mom before leaving. She won’t care whether I’m in or out, but at least she can tell Amy where I am if she asks.
Summer is leaning against her car when I get there.
“Where are we going?” I ask.
“It’s a surprise,” she says, grinning. “Get in the car.” She opens the driver’s door and jumps in while I run around the other side and hop in next to her.
She heads out of town, driving in her usual crazy way, foot to the metal and hard on the brake at the lights. Finally, we swing into a parking lot and drive to the far side, stopping in front of Paintball Adventures.
“We’re going paintballing,” I say, grinning.
I really love paintballing. Of course, there’s an element of luck involved, but it also involves strategy and skill, and that’s what I love most. And it’s a great way to forget about everything else going on in your life, because you have to focus.
Summer’s face brightens. “I’ve booked us an hour, then we’ll go for pizza. Okay?”
“Like you have to ask,” I reply, jumping out of the car, ready to annihilate the opposition.
Maybe this birthday won’t suck after all.



Chapter Seven
Some week this is turning out to be. Yesterday, there was the non-event which constituted my birthday (apart from going out with Summer), and, today, Mr. Richmond, the school counselor, wants to see me. I knock on his door and stand there, tapping my foot against the leg of a small table close by. He’s allowed to see us at any time during the day, so I don’t know why he demanded to see me after school instead of during class.
My free time’s mine. Not his.
“Come in,” he calls.
I push open the door and find him sitting behind a desk that’s piled so high with paper it’s surprising he can see over. My fingers itch to straighten everything; having to work in such a mess would drive me crazy. He’s short, almost as wide as he is tall, and he has a few long strands of dark hair combed over to try and hide his baldness. Freak. He should shave it all off.
He’s sort of okay, though, except for the way he tries to be one of the guys with his trying-to-be-cool jokes. And, at his age, he should know better.
“Sir,” I mutter.
“Ah, Jed. Sit down. Sit down.” He smiles and gestures to a chair in front of his desk.
I drag my feet slowly toward him, sit on a dark blue easy chair with wooden armrests and a frayed cushion, and slouch forward, wrapping my arms tightly around my legs.
I sense his eyes boring into me, so I deliberately look everywhere except at him, focusing on the football trophies on the wall across the back of the room. Every time I’m in his office, my eyes are drawn to them, because surely they can’t be his. He couldn’t look less like a jock if he tried.
Drawing in a deep breath, I eventually force myself to make eye contact. Okay, Weeble (that’s his nickname because he’s just like a gnome), get it over with and then I can go.
Though, why I’m so anxious to leave beats me. It’s not like there’s anything waiting for me at home, apart from unbearable silence from Mom, crap food, and reality TV—Mom’s viewing of choice when she’s not “resting” in her room.
If it wasn’t for Amy, you wouldn’t see me for dust. She needs me.
“I’ve asked you in to talk about your grades, because they’re slipping.” He arches his eyebrow, no doubt waiting for some sort of explanation involving a poor me scenario.
I could give him one, I guess. I’ve done nothing since it all blew up. Couldn’t focus on anything, nor did I want to.
“Yep,” I say, shrugging.
“And even when you bother to do your homework, it’s not good.” He nods slowly, as if he’s encouraging me to open up to him more.
You think he trained to be this obvious? Don’t school counselors have to have some sort of therapist training?
“Yep.”
He sighs. “We’re all worried about you. I know it’s been hard these past months with so much going on, but this is an important year. You need to keep your grades up to get into… Which school are you applying to?” He glances down at the open file in front of him and shuffles through the pages. “Stanford?” A shocked expression crosses his face, and he looks up at me, pursing his lips. “Stanford?” he repeats.
Yeah, make a mockery of it. So what if Stanford was on the cards before it all happened? It’s not now. They’ll never take me when they find out who my dad is. No one will. I might as well leave school and get a job. If anyone will employ me.
“Maybe.” I lean back in the chair and fold my arms.
“Hey, don’t be defeatist. You might’ve left it too late for Stanford, but there are other schools you can apply for. All you’ve got to do is climb back on the horse and…”
Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. Shut the fuck up. I don’t want to listen to this garbage. I’ve got better things to do with my time. Like… Like…
“So, I suggest you go home and come back tomorrow with an action plan for how you’re going to catch up with… Jed? Are you listening?” The change in his monotone voice pulls me away from my thoughts. Luckily, in the back of my mind, I sort of heard what he’d been saying.
“What? Yeah, sure. You want me to come up with an action plan for doing my work,” I say while nodding, so it looks like I’m happy to do what he wants.
“Is it the trial?” he asks, standing up and coming around to the front of the desk and perching on the edge of it. My eyes are drawn to the way at least four inches of belly hangs over the top of his trousers. Not a good look. “You know, I think there are groups for people in your position.”
“My position?” I shake my head. What the fuck does he know about “people in my position?”
My position. Having a father as a serial killer and pedophile. Yeah, there’s bound to be a group of people in the same position. I mean, it’s so common, isn’t it?
Hey I’m Jed, Ben Franklin’s son. Yeah, that’s right, he fiddled with young boys and then finished them off. What about you? Your dad chopped people into bits and then ate them. Yeah, I’d love to hang out. We can swap stories. How awesome would that be?
Fucking idiot. Of course there won’t be a group for me to join. No one knows the hell I’m going through. And they can’t even imagine, however hard they try. How could they? If it hadn’t happened to me, I’d be as ignorant as them.
You think you know someone. Really know someone. But you don’t. Everything he’s ever said and done is one big lie. And I trusted him. Loved him. And now I have to hate him. Do you know how hard it is to love someone one minute and hate them the next? And what’s worse is that, sometimes, I think I still love him.
STILL LOVE HIM.
How sick is that?
For sixteen years and three months, he was my idol. Yeah, we used to fight. What normal guy doesn’t fight with his parents, especially when they try to impose their way of doing things, which he knows is wrong? But he taught me to play football. To ride a bike. He took me to my first baseball game. He gave me my first beer. The sorts of things all sons do with their dads. Normal guy things.
Then I read in the papers all the things he’d done. Nothing normal about that. And even if the papers exaggerated by fifty percent, by a hundred percent, it’s still unbelievable. Still makes me want to vomit every time I think about it. And here’s Weeble, wanting me to open up about all this sort of stuff. No thank you.
“Well, maybe not a group,” Weeble replies, embarrassment etched across his face, clearly showing he realizes what he said was fucking stupid. “Have you talked to anyone about it? A therapist? You can talk to me, if you’d like to.” Sweat forms on his brow.
I can just imagine how he’d feel if I took him up on his offer. Which I won’t. We were all offered counseling after it happened. Of course, I refused. I wasn’t going to sit down with some stranger and talk about it, was I? Mom refused, too. And Amy was too young to know what was going on.
“I don’t need to talk.”
“Well, I’m here if you ever change your mind,” he says. “What about the action plan? Come and see me tomorrow after school, and we’ll go through it. Okay?”
I nod my head then get up and leave. He must be fucking joking if he thinks I’ll be back.



Chapter Eight
“Hey, wanna go on a run?” Summer calls as I’m walking into our garage on the way home from school. She runs from her place over to ours.
My mood instantly lightens. I love running. It’s one of the few times I can forget everything that’s going on. Nothing beats the adrenaline rush as it pumps through my veins while I push myself harder and harder, faster and faster. And, while I’m running, all I think of is the even pounding of my feet on the ground and the wind as it presses against my face, making my skin all tight and tingly. When I’m out there, it’s almost as if everything has gone back to normal.
Almost.
And Summer’s great to go running with. She has the stamina of a guy, and, because she’s tall, she can keep up with me, as long as I don’t go hard-out crazy.
“Sure,” I say, grinning. Give me a couple of minutes to change, and I’ll meet you back here.”
“Cool.”
She smiles, two cute little dimples appearing in her cheeks, and her green eyes sparkle. Then she turns, and I watch as she runs back across our yard, jumps the low hedge, and goes into her house. She’s always so cheerful and optimistic. It’s what makes her so special.
Has always made her special to me, anyway.
When I walk into our house, it’s eerily silent. Usually, Mom has the TV or radio blaring. She’s probably picking up Amy from school. Hopefully, she won’t be late again. When I took Amy in the other day, the woman in charge bitched about it to me. I promised to mention it to Mom. When I did, all Mom said was “okay.” It made me want to shake her, just to get some sort of reaction.
Heading toward the stairs to go to my bedroom, I glance at the small table near the front door, and my stomach plummets. There’s a letter from the prison. I can tell by the envelope. It wouldn’t be left there if it was addressed to Mom, so it’s got to be for me. I hate receiving letters from Dad. He’s written a few times since his arrest, the last time a couple of months ago.
He never mentions what he’s done or the case, just writes pages of inconsequential crap. It’s as if he thinks that by pretending nothing has happened I’ll forget about it and only remember how things were between us. When he was a regular dad. Which he was. He never did anything to make us think he wasn’t normal. Like the time when the two of us went on a camping trip. We fished all day and cooked what we caught in the evening. We hung out with another guy and his son and had a real good time. I don’t remember Dad looking at the other boy in any sort of sick and perverted way. I’ve gone over and over it in my mind to see if there was anything I missed, but really there wasn’t. He was just Dad. Relaxed and fun. Which makes it all seem even crazier.
Every time he sends me a letter, I read it over and over but never reply, even though there are things I want to ask him. Like, why? Like, how? Like, what was going through his disgusting mind at the time?
But I’m not ready. Not yet.
I take the letter and turn it over and over in my hand, staring at my name written so precisely in black ink. His handwriting’s almost identical to mine. Which was always good for forging his signature when I needed to, but not so good for reminding me that I’m related to a fucking sick bastard.
Should I read it now, or wait until after my run? Unsure, I go to my bedroom and stand it against the lamp on my desk. After changing into my running gear, I decide to open it, which I do slowly, being hit by the smell of stale cigarettes in the process. Dad never used to smoke, that I know of. Then again, we now know there are a lot of things he did that I didn’t know about.
I pull out a single sheet, which is folded in two and has a sort of dirty feel to it. Taking a step back, I drop down on the edge of my bed and begin to read. His regimented handwriting, a typical reminder of his obsessive compulsiveness, taunts me. Again, it’s all trivial until I get to the end. After he signs, there’s a PS.
Try to understand I’m driven to it.
A shiver shoots down my spine.
What the fuck?
After all this time, he’s suddenly admitting it. Why? Does he want my forgiveness? No. No. He can’t believe that I’m going to forgive him. How could I?
Suddenly, it feels like everything is closing in on me, and I’m overcome by the need to get out of here, so I toss the letter on the bed, grab my iPod, and run downstairs into the kitchen, through the garage and onto the street, where Summer’s already waiting.
“Come on,” I shout, without even stopping as I pass her and head down the street in the direction of a small park where we often go running.
“Hey,” she calls from behind, after I’ve run a hundred yards. “Where’s the fire?”
I grudgingly slow down and jog in one spot, while turning on my music (which I’d forgotten to do), and wait for her to catch up. Her dark brown hair is swept back off her face in a ponytail and it swings from side to side as she runs. Already, she has a little red dot on each of her cheeks from the exertion.
“Ready?” I ask when she’s close, eager to start pounding the sidewalk with a vengeance.
“Wait,” she says, leaning forward, and resting on her knees.
“You said you wanted to run. So let’s run.” My body’s tightly coiled, desperate for its release.
“Yes,” she says drawing in several breaths. “But I didn’t say anything about breaking Olympic records. I was thinking a medium paced run, so we can talk. But clearly that’s not what you had in mind. And you ignored Dawson when he waved at you.” Her eyes narrow. “He looked really upset.”
I can’t help but feel guilty. It’s like she has this knack of grounding me. Suddenly, I notice a tiny bead of sweat trickling down the side of her face and have to resist the urge to wipe it away.
“Sorry, I didn’t notice him. I was thinking about the letter Dad sent me,” I say, intentionally drawing my thoughts away from my feelings for Summer, which really need suppressing. Because no good can come of them, however much I dream of a future with just the two of us, away from this hellhole.
“Oh.” In an instant, her expression changes to one of concern.
“Yeah, it’s ‘oh’ all right,” I say, stopping and looking directly into her eyes. “For the first time ever, he mentioned what he did. Sort of admitted it.”
Summer’s eyes widen. It’s like I can almost see her thoughts processing. “But didn’t he plead not guilty?”
It hits me without warning that I’m not ready to discuss this. Not with Summer or anyone. There are so many crazy ideas careering through my head about this it feels like my brain’s gonna burst.
“You know what, I can’t talk about it. Sorry, Summer. I’ll run with you another time. Right now, I need to be on my own. Sorry.”
I take off without waiting for her to reply. She’ll understand. She’s that type of girl. She understands everything. I just hope she doesn’t get fed up of me and all this, because then I’d be totally fucked.
I’d already lost my dad, and my mom’s now a walking zombie. I can’t lose Summer, too.
I quicken my pace until I’m running so hard my chest is as tight as the skin on a drum. I run like this for a while, ignoring my surroundings just concentrating on placing one foot in front of the other, until I start to gasp for breath and eventually have to slow down to a jog.
I’d forgotten his plea, until Summer mentioned it. Maybe it wasn’t an admission and I got it wrong. Because surely the police would’ve read the letter and used it as evidence, if they’re allowed to. The law and evidence is crazy, if the TV shows are anything to go by. I really don’t know what to think. What else could his words mean? And it’s not like I didn’t already know he’s guilty. The hair belonging to those boys sealed it.
I swallow hard, remembering... I was standing in the doorway of Mom and Dad’s bedroom when the detectives excitedly found his “souvenirs.” I’d crept back in, even though we were told to wait outside during the search. I was so angry with the police for barging in and pointing the finger at him, and I wanted to be there when they came up with nothing. I wanted to accuse them of being so stupid that they should resign and leave the policing to those who knew how to do the job.
What an idiot I was. The feeling of absolute horror that engulfed my body when his trinket box of different colored hair was found will stay with me forever. A DNA test wasn’t needed for me to know the truth. None of the hair matched mine or Amy’s.
And when they showed Dad what they had, his face paled, and his body went like stone. Mom and I stood there in silence, staring at him (luckily, Amy was playing in the den) but he refused to look at us.
They took him away and I never saw him again.



Chapter Nine
I wake with a start, my breathing heavy and labored. Blinking furiously, it takes a few seconds before I realize, with relief, that I’m in bed. That I’d been having a nightmare. A fucking disgusting nightmare.
It was the most sickening and scariest thing ever. I was in my dad’s head while he went child hunting. He stood behind a tree, watching boys in a playground. And all the time he was fixated on a small boy with blond curly hair, who looked about six. And I could hear all his thoughts. Except they didn’t seem like normal thoughts; they were like sound-bites:
Come to Daddy, little boy, it won’t hurt a bit.
You know you want to.
You’re making…
STOP.
I shake my head to bring myself back to reality. I spit into a tissue the bile that had shot into my mouth as I was reliving the dream and wipe my lips over and over, to try and rid the foul taste of the whole experience.
It’s revolting.
He’s revolting.
How could he do those things to such poor, defenseless kids?
Does he feel no shame?
Does he justify it to himself?
I don’t understand.
I. Do. Not. Understand.
But I want to. I need to.
Up until now, I’d been too scared to find out more. But after what Foster said, and now Dad’s letter, I have to. I throw off the comforter and head to my desk where I open my laptop and Google the word “pedophiles,” determined not to move until I know everything there is to know about them. All about their lives, their backgrounds, their families. Anything that will give me a handle on what makes someone act so inhumanely.
Pacing up and down my bedroom floor, I glance across at my laptop, appearing so innocuous as it sits open on the desk. Except it’s anything but. Since early this morning, I’ve been flicking from one screen to another. Reading several times all the cases, tabloid speculation, and research, that I’d saved in both date and context order for future reference. Paying particular attention to pedophiles who are also serial killers.
Trying to make sense of everything.
Trying to make sense of what Dad did, and why he did it.
It’s so scary. It really is.
Pedophilia isn’t a curable condition. Once a pedophile, always a pedophile, whatever type you are. And, believe it or not, there are different types of pedophiles. My dad is the worst kind. A “sadistic pedophile:”
Will travel far to gain access to his victim. Check.
Intelligent. Check.
Middle class. Check
Ruthlessly abuses and sometimes kills his victim. Double check.
And let’s not forget the OCD tendencies? They’re common among all types of pedophile. And Dad certainly verged on OCD, that’s for sure. Just like me. But just because I’m similar in that respect doesn’t mean I’m going to turn out like him. No way is Foster right about that.
Oh, and get this, it’s common for them to hold down a really good job, so no one suspects them. How accurate is that? Dad was a pharmaceutical sales rep with a big company. The perfect job for a sadistic pedophile because he was away from home so often and he was very hard to keep track of. And he earned good money, had a big car, expense account, all that crap. And also true to type, he did a lot in the community. He was always first to volunteer down the homeless shelter or offer to help out if someone was having problems. Everyone’s friend. As normal as the next guy.
Normal. What a fucking joke.
I can’t believe we were all so dumb that not one of us knew, or even suspected that my dad was a textbook pedophile.
Without warning, scalding tears burn the back of my eyes, and a couple force their way out despite trying to stop them. It feels like my head’s gonna explode. Why did this have to happen? Nothing’s ever gonna be the same again. I drop to the floor and rest my head on my knees. After a few seconds I angrily wipe the stray tears from my face with the back of my hand, annoyed with myself for acting like a girl, then jump up and lunge toward my closet.
Opening the door, I fumble around in the corner until I find the bottle of vodka that I bought a while ago, using my fake ID. I haven’t drank much yet as I prefer beer. It’s strategically stashed under several layers of clothes strewn along the bottom. In a way, it’s good that Mom doesn’t come into my room anymore, because if she saw the mess in my closet, she’d know it was there for a purpose. I’m the tidiest person on the planet; no way would I normally have a closet like this. It took a long time for me to suppress the urge to tidy it every time I opened the door.
I unscrew the cap and take a large swig. It burns my throat on the way down, and I start to cough. Glancing up at the clock, I realize it’s only ten in the morning, no wonder it’s hard to swallow. Urrgh.
“Jed,” the sound of Amy’s voice causes me to quickly screw the top on the bottle and throw it back into the closet.
“In here,” I call.
I hear her tiny footsteps as she runs along the hall, and a feeling of despair engulfs me. She’s so innocent, but how long will that remain? How long will it be until she is faced with the reality of our situation?



Chapter Ten
“Hey, dude,” Troy says as we meet when walking from the parking lot into school after lunch.
Amy’s school called earlier because she was sick, and I had to collect her and take her home. It seems they’d tried Mom, but she didn’t answer. She was there when we arrived and said she didn’t hear her cell or the landline. Amy was already feeling a lot better by that time, so I left her in front of the TV watching cartoons. I almost didn’t come back to school, then changed my mind at the last minute. Mainly because I’d promised to give Summer a ride home.
“Hey. How did it go yesterday?” I ask.
Troy’s one of our top tennis players and should make state finals. We play together sometimes, but it’s crazy. He serves at over a hundred miles an hour. Which can be very dangerous when you’re facing him. Not to mention the potential damage he could cause your junk.
“No contest,” he says, grinning. “Nicole and I are going out to Luigi’s tonight to celebrate. Do you and Summer want to come?”
Summer and Nic are friends, so going out as a four will be good. No awkward questions. Troy and Nic just treat me the same as they always have.
“Sure. I’ll text you later after checking with Summer.”
I turn right and head down the corridor to math class. As I push open the door and step inside the class, someone pushes me from behind.
“Move it, perv.”
It’s Foster.
Refusing to let him through, I stand my ground and turn to face him, crossing my arms so they’re inches away from his chest. My fists clench as anger courses through my veins. What is it about this guy that even his breathing annoys me to distraction?
“Or what?” I snarl.
The constant buzzing of voices gradually stops and there’s silence as everyone stares in our direction waiting to see what’s gonna happen next. Foster is flanked by two of his groupies who both stand a good head taller than him.
“Or I’ll make you.” A smug expression crosses his face, and he looks from side to side as if he’s desperate for recognition from his friends.
What a fucking idiot.
“Yeah right. You can’t do a thing without your two bridesmaids here. You’re pathetic, Foster.”
I start to turn and head for my seat at the back of the class when, suddenly, he grabs my arm. “What did you say?”
My insides clench. What is it with this guy that he gets off on pushing me as far as he can?
“You heard. You’re pathetic. You wanna fight? Well, outside now. You and me.” I lock eyes with him and notice the panic cross his face. He’s scared. The pathetic bastard is scared. Well, let’s see him try and worm his way out of this.
In my peripheral vision, I notice others in the class drawing in until they’ve almost formed a circle around us.
“Later,” he says. “We’ve got math now.”
I burst out laughing, and so do lots of others. He can’t be serious.
“Later,” I mimic. “We’ve got math now.”
That seems to do the trick, because Foster draws back his fist and goes to punch me, except he’s way too slow and I block it, and return with a sharp jab to the end of his nose. It makes a satisfying crack, and he squeals like a pig and then lashes out, except he doesn’t connect with any part of me; it’s like fighting a girl he’s so useless. I haven’t boxed since Dad took me for lessons in eighth grade. He boxed when he was a boy and wanted me to, as well, but I didn’t enjoy it, even though I was good. Suddenly, I feel sick as I wonder if he used any of his boxing skills on his victims.
“Foster. Franklin. Principal’s office NOW.” Mrs. Archer, the math teacher, hollers.
Within seconds, the crowd that had gathered around us disperses, leaving Foster and me standing there.
“I said NOW,” she hollers again, her hands on her hips, glaring at us.
You don’t mess with Mrs. Archer. Not if you value your life. She’s a first class bitch.
I push past Foster, and he lands a sly punch to my side, which makes me catch my breath, but it doesn’t hurt. I hurriedly make my way out of the class. The principal’s office is at the other end of the school, so I head in that direction, taking long strides so that Foster doesn’t catch me. I have no desire to be within a mile of him at the moment.
The farther I walk, the more my heartbeat goes back to normal. The adrenaline has now dissipated, and I’m cursing myself for getting involved in a fight. Especially with that asswipe.
What is it with me? Is there any aspect of my life that I have control over, or is it all out of my hands? Screw the principal. There’s nothing he can do to me that’s gonna make my life any better, so why should I stay?
Instead of turning left toward his office, I keep on walking.
“Hey, Franklin, where are you going?” Foster yells from behind me. “Principal’s office is this way.”
“Send him my best,” I call over my shoulder. “I’m outta here.”
I jog to the end of the hallway and out through the double doors onto the practice field. Then I make my way to the back of the bleachers and drop down onto the ground. I grope in my bag until finding what I’m looking for. The can of beer I hid in there this morning, in case of an emergency. I must have had a premonition.
As my fingers curl around the can, a feeling of excitement floods through me, the anticipation of the first swallow overriding everything else that has happened. As I wrench the ring-pull there’s a loud hiss and beer froths over my hand and onto the ground. I lick the beer from my fingers then lift the can to my lips and allow the liquid to pour into my mouth. It might be warm, but it still tastes good as it tickles on its way down my throat into the pit of my stomach.
I breathe in deeply and relax. I’d totally crack if it wasn’t for the beer and liquor. It’s the only thing that makes my life even remotely bearable. Especially school. God, I hate this place.
You know, maybe I should leave school and look for a job. It’s not like I’m gonna go to college. Not now. As soon as they find out who my dad is, they’ll find some reason to reject me. Just like half the kids at school did when the whole story with my dad came out. Except what should I do? There’s nothing I want to do. Until it all happened, I’d planned on becoming an engineer, something to do with designing bridges. Couldn’t get enough of them when I was a kid. I’ll never forget when we went to San Francisco and Dad took me over the Golden Gate Bridge. Fuck, that’s a bridge and a half. Right now, though, the only thing I want to do with a bridge is jump off of one.
The way my future’s mapped out, the whole study thing seems like such a waste of time. I could get a job in a garage. Then again, do I need to work? Mom’s got enough money to support me. I bet if I stopped going to school, she wouldn’t even notice. And I can intercept any emails that the school sends as she never checks them, so she won’t find out. Unless they call. Though she rarely answers her phone, anyway. I’ll have to go somewhere during the day so she doesn’t suspect. I could always sit in the park and drink beer.
Thinking about the beer prompts me to lift the can. Only a few drops left, so after finishing, I squash the can with my foot then throw it back into my bag. Why didn’t I put two cans in there this morning, because I could really do with another? I don’t want to get out of it, just want enough to relax and think clearly about the trial on Monday. The pull to go is so strong that no one’s gonna stop me. The thought of actually seeing him, though… Fuck, it’s gonna be so hard. Especially when I think about my research into pedophiles. Everything I found out about them and how it all relates to Dad and what he did.
And the question I keep coming back to is why didn’t he lay a hand on me? Didn’t he get the urge, or could he control his urges, sort of? The police thought he’d been abusing me. When he was arrested, I told them he didn’t do anything, but they wouldn’t believe me until finally, after I’d been seen by three police offers, two psychiatrists, and a social worker, they were convinced I was telling the truth and not trying to protect him from even more trouble. Protect him? Ha. That’s a fucking joke. There’s nothing I’d do to protect him.
Then they wanted to question Amy. Well, not question her like they questioned me, more get her to play and see if she did anything suspicious. Again, nothing. The disgusting monster, aka my father, was a regular dad. Go figure.
I want to know if he took even the briefest amount of time to think about the impact of his behavior. On his victims, their families, and us. His own family. Did it even register with him that our lives would be destroyed, as well? I know it’s not the same as for his victims, of course. But living through this hell, day after day… There are no words.
…
“There they are,” Summer says, pointing to a booth at the back of the restaurant. “Come on, let’s go over.” She slips her arm through mine and pulls me past the other diners in the direction of Troy and Nic. I didn’t realize Luigi’s got so busy mid-week.
After my run in with Foster, I’d decided to tell Troy we couldn’t make it and not even mention it to Summer. Except Nic got to her first and made the plans. So I didn’t have a choice. I guess it’ll be okay. Summer was her usual chatty self in the car, so I didn’t mention what happened earlier.
“Hey, guys,” Nic says as we get close. She jumps up and gives us both a hug.
I nod in the direction of Troy who stays seated, and Summer leans in and hugs him.
After sliding into the booth I pick up the menu from the table. Just reading it causes my stomach to grumble.
“You must be hungry,” Summer says, smiling, her eyes bright.
Thinking back, I realize I haven’t eaten since breakfast. All I’ve had is the can of beer under the bleachers.
“I missed lunch,” I say.
“Let me have a look,” Summer says, leaning against me so she can see the menu. The warmth of her body sends a tiny shiver through me. “Mmmm. I think I’ll have fettuccini. What about you, Nic?”
I smile inwardly. Maybe it was a good idea to come out tonight. It’s good to be with friends and not worry about everything for a while. To feel like a normal person again
“Troy and I are sharing a pizza.”
“That’s a good idea,” Summer says. “Forget the fettuccini. Wanna share a Meat Lovers pizza, Jed?”
I can’t help grinning, as Summer is notorious for changing her mind many times, especially when it comes to food.
“Sure. Meat Lovers would be good. Make it a large one.” Now that I’ve remembered about not eating, I’m starving.
“Or what about a Hawaiian?’ Summer asks, biting on her bottom lip.
“Whatever you choose is okay with me,” I say.
“Heard about Foster today, dude,” Troy says, crashing into my good mood.
“What?” Summer asks, looking up from the menu and glancing from me to Troy and back to me again.
“Just his usual,” I say, shrugging. “You know what he’s like.”
I really don’t want to rehash everything here. It’s not gonna change what happened; all it’s gonna do is make me mad.
“What did he do?” Summer persists.
“Nothing. It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to talk about it.” My muscles tense.
“He’s a jerk,” Nic says. “I’ll never forgive him for telling the teacher I copied his work in fifth grade and getting me in trouble. When it was him copying me. So screw him.”
“I don’t like him, either,” says Summer. “So, yes. Screw him.”
I laugh. Troy laughs. And then we’re all laughing.
They’re right. Screw him.



Chapter Eleven
P.E.D.O.P.H.I.L.E.
The word stares back at me from the page where I’ve written it. We’re in math and meant to be working on a geometry problem, but I can’t focus.
“Jed.”
I start at the sound of my name and look up to see Mrs. Archer standing next to me, peering over the top of her gold half-rimmed glasses, her arms folded in front of her.
“Yes.” I move my hand so it covers my doodling of the word “pedophile.” If she sees it, she might think I’m condoning what Dad did and then send me to the counselor, who’ll want to sit me down and talk it all through quicker than you can say lock him up.
“Principal Gates wants to see you in his office. Take your books, you could be a long time.”
I let out a long sigh. Being summoned to his office is hardly a surprise, after I disappeared yesterday. I bet Foster laid it on thick and made out like everything was my fault. I glance across to where Foster’s sitting with a smug expression on his face. He flips me the bird. Yeah, he definitely dropped me in it with the principal. But who the hell cares? What can he do to me that’s gonna make the slightest impact on my life?
Nothing.
I grab my books and head out of the class, stopping at my locker to leave them there. We’ve got math homework tonight, but I don’t intend to do it, so no point in taking the books home.
“The principal will see you shortly,” Miss Smith, his assistant, says as I walk into her office before I have a chance to say anything. “Sit over there,” she says, nodding to the chairs against the wall before going back to collating sheets of paper on her desk.
I sit and wait. And wait. And wait. Checking my phone for the tenth time, I decide that I’ll give it one minute more, which will take it up to fifteen minutes since I sat down. Miss Smith left her desk a few minutes ago so, if I run, she won’t try to stop me.
Counting down the seconds, I’m just about to stand when the principal’s door opens and he strides out.
“Jed, come on through.”
Following him into his office, I’m impressed by how tidy it is. I’d forgotten. You can count the number of times I’ve been in his office on one hand. Despite my recent behavior, I’m not one of those kids who are always being sent to him. I used to be a model student. Well, not a total nerd. I just didn’t get into trouble. He gestures for me to sit on one of the four easy chairs which surround a low coffee table and he sits opposite.
“You were meant to see me yesterday with Darren Foster. What happened?”
“He asked for it,” I mutter, slouching in the chair, resting my hands in my lap.
“I’m not referring to the fight. But that doesn’t mean I’m condoning it, even though I know how difficult Darren can be. I’m talking about where you went, instead of coming to see me.”
“Home. I went home.” I strum my fingers on my leg and focus on the blue flecked carpet.
“Jed,” he says, clasping his hands together and leaning in toward me in the classic I’m here to help pose.
Really, sir? Here to help? And how much help can you offer the son of a pedophile, whose life, next week, is once again going to be in the spotlight?
“I realize things are tough, especially with the trial coming up,” he continues, in that soft, kind tone. “Couldn’t be tougher. But you need to keep it together. Is there anything we can do?”
“There’s nothing anyone can do,” I mutter.
I hate all this do-gooding crap. He can’t change anything. He can’t make it all go away. So what’s the point?
“Try to distance yourself from it and concentrate on yourself and your future,” he continues, totally ignoring what I just said. “We want to help you, but we can’t if you’re not prepared to help yourself.”
Christ, could he come up with any more clichés? And how the fuck can I “distance” myself from everything? That’s like expecting the President to duck out to the supermarket unnoticed.
“I’m okay.”
I deliberately look at the floor. Can’t take the pity in his eyes. It’s almost as bad as the disgusted looks that some of the kids here give me.
“You don’t have to cope on your own,” he says, yet again totally ignoring what I just said. “I understand you’re taking responsibility for your younger sister. If you need time off for any reason, you only have to ask. Just don’t disappear without permission. Likewise with homework. If you need extra time, you only have to ask. But don’t forget to do it or it won’t look good on your record if you let things slide.”
Listen to him. He just doesn’t get it. What planet is he on if he thinks everything can be made right by having a good report card? That’s the trouble with teachers—they live in their own little school bubble and can’t see beyond it to what’s really happening.
“Sure. Thanks.” I get up to leave.
“Before you go, there’s the matter of the fight. I’ve given Darren three hours community service, and the same applies to you. I’m assuming you were provoked, but I can’t be seen to condone that type of behavior. Go see Coach Ames after school and he will find you a job to do.”



Chapter Twelve
I slink down into the chair, pulling my gray hoodie tightly around me, and fix my eyes on the door used to bring in the prisoners. The courtroom’s full, everyone waiting with baited breath to see “The Arizona Monster” aka my dad. So far, no one has recognized me, which is a miracle seeing as half the street is here. Fucking rubberneckers.
I asked Mom this morning if she was going to the trial, and she said no. Then, when I told her I was going, all she did was sigh loudly and say it was up to me. It’s like she doesn’t realize how important it is. Or maybe she doesn’t care.
I’ve never been in a court before, only seen it on TV, and it’s very different from how I imagined. For a start, it looks like a classroom, apart from all the cops. I bet they’re expecting someone to take a swing at Dad. And who’d blame them? Not me, that’s for sure. Because, given the opportunity, I’d do the same thing.
“Bring the prisoner in,” one of the cops calls.
In an instant, the whole place is silent, and everyone’s head is turned in the direction of the door.
A shiver runs down my spine, and I hold my breath as the door opens and Dad’s brought in, handcuffed and flanked by two prison officers.
Shit.
Fucking shit.
He’s got a black eye and looks at least twenty pounds lighter than when I last saw him. And he wasn’t overweight then. He sits in the dock, wearing the expensive Armani dark gray suit Mom bought him for work; he was wearing it the day he was arrested. He holds his head high, defiant almost. It’s like he’s still pretending to be innocent. That won’t last long once the evidence comes out.
Starting from over the opposite side of the courtroom from me, he stares at everyone, each second his gaze getting closer and closer to where I’m sitting. I try to look away, to lower my head so he doesn’t realize it’s me, but something compels me to keep looking. Then it’s too late.
Our eyes lock, and his light up. His lips turn up into a slight smile. My heart is pounding in my ears. What the fuck should I do? The guy sitting next to me whispers to the woman on his right, and she whispers to the person next to her, until everyone sitting in my row is giving me the most evil stares. My instinct is to get up and run. But I can’t. Not without causing even more of a freak show than I’m already doing. Instead, I force myself to look down and keep my eyes focused on the floor until the judge calls for opening statements.
The prosecution lawyer stands and faces the jury.
“Elliott James, Garret Mitchell, Robert Morrison, Ethan Lopez.” He pauses, glancing around the courtroom. Talk about theatrical. “Innocent children. Trusting children. Dead. Sexually assaulted and brutally murdered, in cold blood, by the accused.” He points his finger at Dad.
Everyone stares at Dad, and he remains impassive. Not a flash of guilt, remorse, or sadness is remotely etched across his face. It’s like he’s totally divorcing himself from the whole proceedings. I don’t know this cold, insensitive man. He may look like my dad from the outside, but that’s where the similarity ends.
The prosecutor outlines the evidence he’s going to present to the court, including witnesses. Something doesn’t seem right, but I can’t put my finger on it.
The defense lawyer stands up next.
“My client, Benjamin Franklin, is a family man, who loves his wife and children. And who’s been accused falsely.”
My jaw drops. What the fuck? Falsely accused—how does he make that out? How’s he gonna deal with the hair in the trinket box?
“All the evidence is circumstantial,” the lawyer continues. “My client was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and the evidence will show this…”
I rest my head in my hands. I don’t understand what’s going on.
Circumstantial? That means there’s no concrete evidence, which doesn’t make sense. What about the hair? Why doesn’t that count? Why didn’t the prosecutor mention it?
Or was the evidence planted? Is Dad not guilty? Have we got it wrong?
No. NO.
He is guilty. I saw his face when they found the trinket box. If it was planted, he’d have said so. Dad’s never been the sort of guy who takes things lying down. And I can’t forget he as good as admitted what he did in the letter he sent me. All this is probably some crazy-assed legal bullshit to try and get him off. So much for his doctrine that you should always own up to your mistakes and take the punishment.
For some reason, the judge calls for a recess, and I decide to leave and go back to school. Coming here seemed like a good idea, so I could make some sense of everything, but all it’s done is confuse and sicken me even more. The opening statements were bad enough; no way can I sit through all the gruesome evidence the prosecution’s going to produce. To hear how those poor boys suffered. And I know now that it’s not going to help me learn any more about my father and why he did it. I don’t care what his defense lawyer says; in my heart, I’m sure he’s guilty.



Chapter Thirteen
Garret Tyler Winston Mitchell
Age eight.
Only child.
Mother died in childbirth.
Short red hair.
Tall for his age; four feet ten.
Collects spiders.
Loves his daddy, who’s a dentist, more than anything in the whole world.
Hates cleaning his teeth.
Refuses to eat peas.
Skateboards everywhere.
Surprises his teachers with his extensive vocabulary.
Learning to play the guitar.
Best friends with Adam.
Benjamin Franklin’s second victim.
Dead.



Chapter Fourteen
“Hey, Franklin,” Dobbs yells from across the other side of the locker room.
“What?” I snap, not bothering to look up from tying my bootlaces.
It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to realize it will be something about my dad. Thanks to the trial starting today, the papers are rehashing everything he did. So all fingers are pointing at me. It’s not like I don’t get it. If it was another guy’s dad, I might have felt resentment toward him, and not even consider whether he knew anything about it or not.
“What did the pedophile say when he was released from prison?” He pauses, but I don’t give him the satisfaction of answering. “I feel like a kid again.”
Some of the guys laugh while I pretend to ignore them.
“Except your dad won’t get out of prison,” Dobbs continues. “He’s heading for death row. Where he deserves to be.”
I agree. If he’s guilty.
I don’t get why, after deciding he’s definitely guilty, that I still keep thinking there’s a chance he could be innocent. I’ve gone over it time and time again. He fits the profile. He virtually admitted it to me. The evidence was there, even if, for some reason, it’s not coming out in court. If only he’d just plead guilty, and then I’d know absolutely. Then I can… What? What can I do?
I rest my head in my hands.
All I want is a sign.
Holy fuck. A sign? Now I’m sounding like Summer. She’s into all that astrology and things-happening-for-a-reason crap. For years, she’s wanted me to go with her to some woman she sees for a card reading. Thank God I didn’t go, because what the hell would the woman have said to me if she really could see things in the cards?
Whatever. When it comes to Dad, he’s guilty. I know he’s guilty. He knows he’s guilty. And that’s it. Definitely.
“Death’s too good for him,” adds Foster, who never misses a shot.
“Shut up, Foster,” Troy hollers.
“Whose side are you on?” Foster replies.
“I said shut the fuck up,” Troy repeats.
“I’ll say what I want. And I’m right. Franklin’s dad should be sent to the worst prison, with the meanest inmates, who’ll make him suffer like he deserves. Because he’s scum. More than scum. But then you know all about that, don’t you, Franklin?”
That’s enough. I leap from the bench and lunge in the direction of Foster who hides behind Dobbs.
“I’m warning you, Foster,” I roar, my fists balled and ready to take a swing at him. “Cut it out or you’ll be wishing you were one of my dad’s victims by the time I’ve finished with you.”
You could cut the air with a knife. The whole locker room stares me, jaws dropped. How could I have said that? The words were out of my mouth before I could check them. How sick does that make me feel?
“Enough, Mr. Franklin,” Coach Ames says, striding toward us. “Your voice can be heard down the corridor. And I don’t like what I’m hearing.”



Chapter Fifteen
After everything that went down today, I’m relieved the ride home with Amy is easy, and she chats all the way, totally oblivious to what’s been going on. It’s kinda funny she’s twelve years younger than I am, but, according to Mom, she was an accident.
I’ve never thought this before, but what if having Amy started Dad off? If having a baby in his late-thirties triggered some sort of badness in him. It could’ve been lying dormant for all that time, waiting for some life-changing event. Then again, that assumes he didn’t do anything before he abused and murdered those young boys. And how likely is that? Surely he would have to build up to something that horrendous. Like looking at child porn sites on his computer. Or watching kids in the park. And there could be children out there that he’s done stuff to who haven’t come forward. Especially if he threatened to do bad things to their parents if they said anything, which is known as the easiest trick in the book.
There could even be some more dead bodies that haven’t been found yet. More than likely, in fact, if what I’ve read is to be believed. Christ, how bad would that be for the parents, thinking their children might still be alive when really they’re dead?
“Who’s at our house?” Amy asks as we pull into our street and notice a crowd of people standing in our driveway. My heart plummets. It’s the fucking press. That’s all we need. They swoop down on you like vultures. It makes me sick the way they feed off of people’s misfortune, not caring who gets in the way. The dirty bastards.
“I don’t know,” I reply, hitting the gas and driving past. “But I’m not staying to find out. We’ll stop at the park for ice cream, and I’ll call Mom to find out what’s going on.”
Anger bubbles in the pit of my stomach, and it takes all the resolve I have, and some, to appear cool and not fazed by it. For Amy’s sake.
“Can I have a chocolate ripple?” Amy asks excitedly, clearly not at all bothered by any of it.
“Of course you can.”
We park, go to the ice cream vendor, and then head over to a bench and sit, eating. I take out my cell, key in Mom’s number, and pray she answers. There’s no point in phoning the landline because, if it’s anything like last time when it rang incessantly, Mom disconnected it.
“Mom,” I say as she eventually answers.
Except it goes through to voicemail. Shit. We’ll just have to go home and face the bastards. But what should I tell Amy? When Dad was arrested it was decided, by Mom and her sister, my Aunt Bee, to tell Amy that Dad was working overseas in Africa and would be gone for a long time. After a while, Amy seemed to forget about him and stopped asking when he was going to come home or why he hadn’t called.
My cell rings. It’s Summer. As much as hearing her voice always lifts my mood, I wonder whether it’s the right time to talk when I have this to deal with. Then again, a few seconds isn’t gonna make a difference to the problem.
“Yes?”
“Jed, where are you? I’ve just got home, and your house is overrun by press.” Her voice is all breathless.
“Tell me something I don’t know. Amy’s with me. We drove past and are now at the park eating ice cream.”
I glance at Amy, hoping she doesn’t realize that something’s wrong, though she’s taking no notice of me as she’s preoccupied looking at two black Labrador puppies playing on the grass in front of us.
“Stay where you are, and I’ll come for you. I’ll drive us into our garage, and then you can go through the house and over the fence at the back. No one will see you. You’ll have to leave your car at the park, in case they know your license plate.”
That’s a perfect solution. Why didn’t I think of that?
“Thanks.” I slip my cell into my pocket and stand. “Amy, come on. We’re going to meet Summer.”
Hopefully, Summer’s plan will work, and we can get inside without being spotted. Mom’s bound to have closed all the blinds so no one can see in and, more importantly, Amy won’t be able to see out or hear anything they shout. Because, if they’re anything like last time, they’ll be shouting loud and long. It was a nightmare keeping Amy away from all of it.
“I want to stay and watch the dogs,” she says, her face covered in chocolate ice cream and her bottom lip jutting out and quivering slightly.
“We’ll come back another time. I’m sure they’ll be here again.” I hold out my hand, and she reluctantly takes it, though she keeps looking back over her shoulder at the puppies.
By the time we reach the road, Summer’s waiting beside her new blue Ford. Well, new to her. It used to belong to her mom.
“Hey guys,” she says brightly. She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a tissue and wipes Amy’s mouth. “There, that’s much better,” she says once Amy’s face is clean.
Why didn’t I think to do that? Try because there are more important things on my mind. And I don’t carry tissues with me.
“Say thank you to Summer, Amy,” I say.
“Thank you, Summer,” she says, grinning at her. “Why are you here?”
“I’m going to take you both back to my house so you can hide from those awful reporters. Then you can creep over the back fence into your house without them realizing.”
Thinking about climbing over her fence tugs at my memories. We always jumped it to see each other. And we’d spend summer nights sitting on a blanket in the backyard, looking up at the stars and telling each other stuff.
And that’s exactly what we’ll do on our first date. I’ve had it planned for ages. A hot summer night, we’ll drive into the hills and picnic in the moonlight under the stars. We’ll stay for hours, sometimes talking about our futures, sometimes making out, and sometimes sitting in silence, enjoying each other’s company. It seems so real in my mind. But it’s really just a fantasy. And that’s all it ever will be.
There was this one time when I thought Summer might have feelings for me. We were looking up at the night sky, and I happened to glance across at her and she was staring at me, her eyes sparkly. And in the time it took for my heart to do a triple flip, she flushed and hurriedly looked away. I sometimes wonder if it was all in my imagination.
“Why are they there?” Amy asks, looking really worried and drawing me back to the present.
I shrug, and look helplessly at Summer. “Well,” I say. “It’s…it’s…”
“It’s a mistake,” Summer says hastily. “They think you’ve won the lottery, but it’s really another family with the same name as you.”
Fuck. How did she think of such an awesome answer? I look across at her and smile. Who knew lying could come so easily to her?
“Ohhhhhhh,” Amy says, giggling. “Can I play with Tinker Bell when we’re at your house?”
Tinker Bell is Summer’s cat. A Persian which looks all fluffy and cute on the outside but is a real tiger on the inside, and who’s prone to scratching anyone within a five feet radius, apart from Summer and Amy. And I should know, as I’ve got several scars and some ripped tees to prove it.
“We’ll see,” I say. “We really should get home to make sure Mom is ok.”
“Yes,” Amy replies in a very grown-up voice. “Because she might be scared with all those people outside.”



Chapter Sixteen
“Use your fork, not your fingers,” I say to Amy as she picks up a carrot from her plate.”
I notice Mom glance up from pushing her dinner around the plate with a fork, but she doesn’t speak. Not that I expect her to. Before it all happened, dinner time was really noisy. All of us talking about what had happened that day. Now it’s mainly silent apart from when Amy chatters. But for some reason, even she’s quiet most times we eat.
“Why?” Amy asks, her bottom lip jutting out in defiance. She picks up another carrot and pushes it into her mouth. I bite on the inside of my cheek to try and stop laughing. I mean, really, does it matter? Except I remember Mom and Dad both making sure I had good table manners.
“Because it’s not polite,” I reply, thinking that it’s not me who should be having this conversation with her. “Is it, Mom?”
“No. Use your fork, Amy; do as Jed tells you,” Mom says after a few seconds, looking at Amy and frowning slightly.
Amy picks up her fork and stabs at her food, managing to spear a carrot and eat it.
“We’re low on milk and bread. Are you going to the store tomorrow, Mom?” I ask in an attempt to engage her in further conversation. I don’t really know why I’m doing it. Just to see, maybe.
“No. You go. Take the money from my purse.”
I sigh with frustration. That clearly didn’t work. It’s ridiculous. She’s even worse now that the trial is on than she was before. I know we’ve had the press outside, but she can ignore them. It’s what I have to do every day. Anyway, they weren’t there today because the trial has been delayed. So I guess they’re off hounding someone else for a while.
“Whatever,” I mutter under my breath.
…
“What are you watching?” Amy asks as she skips into the den.
She throws herself next to me and wriggles around until she’s resting under my arm as it’s draped across the back of the couch. My hand drops lightly onto her head, and I ruffle her mass of curls, which bounce on her shoulders and fall haphazardly down her back. Despite Mom’s pleading, she refuses to have her hair cut, saying when she grows up she wants to be just like Rapunzel.
Freaky how Amy’s hair is red when the rest of us are dark. It makes you wonder if she has a different dad. That Mom had an affair.
“A rerun of last night’s game.”
The game holds no interest. I came in here after dinner to get away from the silence.
“Can we watch Nickelodeon?” Amy asks, in that cute voice which invariably gets her what she wants. At least it does from me. How can you resist it? I’m not sure if she realizes and uses it to her advantage, or if she has no idea. Are children intentionally manipulative at age five?
“After this quarter,” I reply, a pretend sigh escaping my lips.
“Okay.” She sighs, imitating me. “As long as it’s not too long.”
“It won’t be.” I glance down at her and smile. As she meets my gaze with those pale green eyes, so innocent and full of hope, a feeling of warmth rushes through me. She’s so special.
The only one of us untouched by everything.
“What’s a peedeeful?”
My eyes open wide in shock. What the fuck? I can’t believe what she just asked. How the hell does she even know that word? Someone’s said something to her. That’s the only answer. Someone’s told her all about Dad.
“I don’t know,” I reply, drawing in a long breath and trying to sound like she hadn’t asked anything out of the ordinary. Though my fists are tightly clenched and I’m fighting the urge to explode, my anger is so close to the surface.
I glance at Amy and see she’s frowning.
“Yes, you do,” she says insistently, nodding her head. “Mrs. Williams said there’s no hope for you in the future, Daddy being a peedeeful an’ all.”
Jesus. What was that woman thinking, saying that in front of Amy? How dare she? And I don’t need her spelling out the obvious, that there’s no hope for me. Dad’s legacy has seen to that.
“What are you doing listening to Mrs. Williams?” I retort, trying to deflect. “You know you’re not allowed out on your own.” Despite being so tense, I attempt to relax my body. Amy can’t know how much this is disturbing me or it will upset her.
“I was playing fairies by the hedge in the yard before dinner, and I heard her talking to Mark’s mom. They were staring at our house and making faces. That’s why I thought they were saying mean things about Daddy. And you shouldn’t say mean things about people, should you?” She bites on her bottom lip and shakes her head vehemently. If I wasn’t so angry, I’d think her reactions were really cute.
“No, you’re right. You shouldn’t.”
“They were both very naughty, weren’t they?” Amy replies, folding her arms tightly across her chest, just like Mom does, and nodding her head indignantly.
“Definitely.”
I can’t believe our neighbors think it’s okay to stand outside our house talking when anyone could overhear and get hurt. It’s just plain stupid. Poor Amy. She’s such a trusting kid. I can’t bear the thought of anyone hurting her.
Amy snuggles into me, and something flashes in my head making me draw away. Not because I have those sort of feelings toward her. Christ, of course I don’t. I’m not my father. It’s just that it made me wonder how he first started. He wasn’t born doing those filthy things. Somewhere down the line, he did it for the first time.
And did he have urges long before he did anything? Or did he act on the first urge he had? And what counts as an urge? Is it getting a stiffy? Or half a stiffy? Or no stiffy and just funny feelings inside?
Also, Dad went for boys and not girls. Although for some reason he left me alone. And does that make him gay? According to the research, loads of men who abused boys were involved in heterosexual relationships.
God, just thinking about doing him anything to a young boy or girl disgusts me so much I can’t even go there.
Although deep in my thought, I notice the quarter has finished, and I flick the channel over then go to stand up.
“Stay and watch with me,” Amy says, grinning.
She leaps onto my lap and spreads her arms over my chest in an attempt to stop me from leaving.
“Sorry, I’ve things to do in the garage,” I say, gently lifting her arms from me. “You‘ll have to watch on your own.”
“Please. Just for a little while,” she implores, her eyes wide and hopeful.
“No. Amy. No,” I snap, pushing her off my lap and onto the couch, then jumping up. “I told you, I’m busy.”
Her bottom lip quivers, and tears form in her eyes. Then she curls up in a ball at the end of the couch and wraps her arms around her legs, gently rocking.
I can’t take my eyes off her, and guilt stabs me, over and over. Guilt for being mean, guilt for letting her think Dad is this perfect person, guilt for not being able to protect her from the outside world.



Chapter Seventeen
Leaving Amy alone in the den crying, I hurry into the kitchen to see Mom. She’s sitting at our round glass-topped table in the center of the room, staring into space, a half glass of red wine in her hand, the rest of the bottle close to her. I inwardly sigh, the smell’s so inviting. I’m desperate for a drink. Anything to dull the constant ache in my bones the stress is causing.
“Mom,” I say, my tone spikier than intended.
She jumps at the sound of my voice.
“Yes?” She turns her head and looks at me, her gray eyes dull and listless.
“It’s Amy,” I say.
“What’s wrong?” she asks, suddenly looking concerned.
It makes me catch my breath. It’s like I have a glimpse into the past at old mom.
Old mom, who wanted to know everything I was doing all the time.
Old mom, who, despite my protests, always gave me a kiss good-bye before I left for school every morning and another one before bed.
Old mom, who baked my favorite chocolate muffins every week, and who wouldn’t mind how many friends I had around. There would always be enough dinner if they wanted to stay.
Old mom’s gone. And reliving the past isn’t gonna change the future. I shake my head to snap myself out of it.
“She’s been asking questions. People have been saying stuff.”
“Oh.” She sighs as if it’s all too much for her to deal with.
It’s like now she knows there’s nothing wrong with Amy, she’s totally switched off from the whole conversation. If you can call it a conversation.
Tempting as it is to tell her to get a grip because I won’t be here to bail her out forever, I don’t, because it would only end up in her retreating even more into herself, and I need her to get her shit together. If anything happens to me, she’s all Amy has.
I prop myself up against the granite counter, draw in a breath, and speak. “Amy heard the neighbors gossiping about Dad. She wants to know what a pedophile is.”
I lean in slightly and wait for a response. Except there isn’t one. Mom doesn’t say a word. She continues staring in my direction, but it’s like she’s forgotten I’m here and that she hasn’t heard a word I said.
“Amy heard the neighbors,” I repeat deliberately, unable to hide the frustration in my voice.
“You just said,” she says. “What do you expect me to do about it?” Her voice is brittle. “They’ve all got an opinion on your father. Why wouldn’t they, after living near us for so many years? Learning about him and remembering how close they were to him, and...,” her voice fades and she goes off into a world of her own, as if she’s being pulled into her memories.
I stand and watch for a while, but she remains silent.
Anger bubbles in the pit of my stomach and, before I have time to check myself, it erupts.
“For fuck’s sake, Mom,” I shout, thumping the counter so hard a mug on there shakes. “You act like this is only affecting you. Like somehow you’re the only one who counts and you deal with it by cutting yourself off from all of us.” I pause to try and gather some self-control. She might not be saying anything, but I know she’s listening. Her fists are clenched, for a start.
“You’ve got two children who need you,” I continue. “Well, one who really needs you, because I won’t be here forever. You have to be strong for Amy, because it’s not fair that she has to suffer just because of you.”
She sits back in the chair and lets out a long sigh. Am I getting through to her? I hope so. I really do.
“You don’t understand,” she says quietly, but with determination. “You think you do, but you don’t. And right now, you’re getting all I can give.” She shakes her head slowly while biting on her bottom lip.
My eyes bore into her. I want to understand what’s going on in her head. Really, I do. But what about Amy? And me? Don’t we count? What sort of mother can be so selfish that she doesn’t try to understand how it is for her children?



Chapter Eighteen
The doorbell rings and, looking up at the kitchen clock, I notice it’s only eight. What idiot calls this early on a Saturday morning? Sighing loudly, I rest my spoon on the edge of my bowl, push the chair out from behind me, and drag my feet to the front door.
I open the door and see two guys in dark suits standing there. For a moment I think they’re a couple of religious nuts wanting to convert me. They’ll be lucky. If I believed before all this happened, then I certainly wouldn’t now, that’s for sure.
One of them holds out a badge, which I glance at. The daylight adds to my thumping head, caused by a mix of not being able to sleep last night and the beers I downed after my chat with Mom.
“Detectives Spalding and Lee,” the badge holder says. “Is Mrs. Franklin in?”
The police for Mom. What’s happened? Judging by their facial expressions, they’re not bringing good news. Is it Dad? But what could it be? What if it’s her parents, Gran and Gramps? They might have been involved in an accident. Crap. I don’t think she can take any more.
“She’s in bed. Can you tell me? I’m her son.”
A look of hesitation fleetingly crosses his face before vanishing quickly. “Sorry,” Detective Spalding says. “We’d like to talk to your mom first.”
First? What does he mean by that? Who else do they want to speak to? Me?
“Okay.” I shrug, not pursuing it because there’s no point. And I don’t care. “I’ll go up and get her.” I leave them standing at the door.
“Mom,” I call, running up the stairs. No answer. Like that’s a surprise. “Mom,” I shout when I get to her bedroom. I knock hard on the door. Still no reply. I gingerly push it open and see she’s lying in bed, comforter pulled up under her chin, staring at the ceiling. “Mom, I’ve been calling you. The police are here. They want to talk to you.”
She sits up quickly, almost like a robot, and rubs her eyes. Her hair is sticking out at all angles. “What do they want?”
“I don’t know, they wouldn’t say. They said they want to talk to you.”
She sighs loudly and drops back down on the bed. “Okay, I’ll be there soon.”
I go downstairs and take a quick look in the den to check on Amy. She’s sitting on the floor, thumb in her mouth, watching Finding Nemo, her favorite movie. As it’s only half way through. Hopefully, she won’t come out while the police are here. “Hey, kid, you okay?” I ask. She glances up and nods. “Good. I’ll be back in a while.
The police have moved away from the door and are standing in the yard when I get back. “Mom won’t be long. Do you want to come inside?”
“Thanks,” Detective Spalding says.
They follow me into the living room and both sit down on our dark green leather couch. I sit opposite and stare at the floor. The silence is so awkward I can hardly breathe. Finally, Mom appears, hair unbrushed and wearing the usual clothes, so I’m not sure why it took her this long to get here.
Both police officers stand immediately. “Mrs. Franklin, I’m Detective Spalding and this is Detective Lee. Please, come and sit down.” The detective gestures to the chair next to mine.
Mom looks from them to me, her eyes giving nothing away. Then she perches on the edge of the chair. “Yes,” she says quietly.
“We’d like to speak to Jed.”
“Me?” I retort. “Why do you have to ask Mom when I’m right here?”
“Although legally there’s no requirement, because you’re underage and living at home, we wanted to speak to your mom first,” Spalding replies.
Underage, that’s a joke. I might not be eighteen, but I’m the one holding this family together. If they knew the state Mom’s in most of the time, they wouldn’t bother.
“What is it?” Mom asks.
“We’ve had an off the record chat with your husband’s lawyer. Your husband has implied that he might be willing to change his plea if Jed will visit him.”
My stomach plummets to the floor, and I swallow hard. What the fuck’s he playing at?
“No,” I snap. “He’s going to be found guilty anyway. I won’t be blackmailed into going to see him.”
I can’t believe Dad would resort to tactics like that. I’m not his puppet. Just because I went to court doesn’t mean he can force me to talk to him. How could I, knowing all those things he’s done?
“It’s more complicated than that,” Spalding replies.
Yeah, why doesn’t that surprise me? Everything Dad did was complicated. Like whenever we went on holiday the car had to be packed in a certain way. If it wasn’t just so, he’d empty the car and start again. And as for his CD collection, it was catalogued alphabetically, chronologically, and by genre. I just accepted it as normal. And, for him, it was. I understand, because that’s how I am with my stuff, too. But that’s beside the point.
“How?” I ask.
“He’s implied that he’ll tell us where some other bodies are hidden if you do see him.”
Other children? He killed other children and now he’s bargaining with me. What a fucking asswipe.
“Mom?” I plead, glancing across at her deadpan face.
I can’t think straight, my head’s a mass of whirring thoughts. Just once, Mom, help me. Please.
“I don’t know. It’s up to you,” she finally says, with a small shrug.
How can she leave me to decide something like this? Surely she must have an opinion. Suddenly, it’s like all the fight has gone out of me. What an idiot I am, thinking that she’ll step up to the plate when something difficult happens. That sort of thing only happens in movies. And we’re sure as hell not in one of those.
“How long do I have to decide?” I ask Spalding.
“We’d like to go this afternoon, if you’re willing. It’s your decision, but we strongly urge you to agree. If there are other children buried out there, we want to find them. For their families.”



Chapter Nineteen
The police leave, and Mom disappears back upstairs without even talking any more about it.
I check to make sure Amy’s still okay and head to the garage. My bolt hole. It’s where I go to clear my head and work on the classic car left to me by my grandfather in his will. My most treasured possession, a 1960, dark red metallic Buick.
Leaning against the car, I draw in some deep breaths. It feels like there’s this huge weight on my shoulders, and the pressure bearing down on me is intense. Of course, in my head, I know I have to go and see him. Those other families deserve to find out about their children.
But… BUT… My heart tells me different. To ask me to sit across from that man. My dad. The monster. Who’s worse than an animal. To ask me to do that, I just don’t know whether I physically can. It was okay when I was just thinking about speaking to him to find out why he did it, but now that it’s actually got to happen… That’s a whole new ball game.
I pull my cell from my pocket and text Summer. The one person in this world I can talk to. And yet all the time I debate with myself about putting some distance between us. To save her the embarrassment of being associated with me.
Meet me in the garage.
In less than a minute, I hear her light footsteps as she runs up the path and into the side door leading to the garage. My breath catches in the back of my throat as she comes into view.
“Hey,” she says, the bright smile on her face freezing as she catches sight of me. “What’s wrong?”
My heart leaps when I see the concern on her face. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for things to be different, to see if there’s any hope of getting together with her.
“The police came by. They want me to go and visit Dad in prison later today.”
“Noooooooooo! Why? What did you say?” she asks, the words tumbling out of her mouth at ninety miles an hour. She reaches out and touches me on the arm, and a feeling of warmth courses through my veins.
“Off the record, he said he’d consider pleading guilty, and he may be able to tell them where some other children are if I go and see him. But the attorney is adamant that he hasn’t officially changed his plea and is only suggesting this stuff as a way to see his kid. Shit, Summer. I said I’d think about it, but what choice do I have?”
The color drains from her face, and she slowly shakes her head from side to side. I feel guilty now for telling her. It would’ve been better if she didn’t know everything.
“That’s awful. Has he actually admitted it then? Because surely if he has then they can use that as evidence.”
“No, he hasn’t admitted it. Implied is the word the police used. Which is why they want me to go.”
“What did your mom say?”
“Nothing. Surprise, surprise. She said it’s up to me. It’s freaking me out.”
So many thoughts are whizzing through my mind. What questions should I ask him? Or should I not ask questions and just let him talk? Even if he does tell me all about what he’s done, is it gonna help? Do I really want to hear all about how he abused those poor defenseless boys? How he murdered them? Is he going to tell me that letting them die in the end was a moment of compassion? Or what if he says he relished seeing the instant their last breath left their tiny bodies? That he got off on that, too. Do I really want to know?
I used to think I did, so I could understand more. But, you know, I don’t. It won’t change anything, other than give me the grossest of nightmares.
“You have to try and distance yourself, if you get what I mean. Go in there, but pretend it’s not you and that you’re an objective observer. That’s what I do when I have to do something I don’t want to. Like going to the dentist.” Her hand shoots up to her mouth. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to compare what you’ve got to do with going to the dentist. I was just trying to explain what I meant.”
She makes it seem so simple. And, for her, it probably is. Everything’s so uncomplicated in her world. She has bad days and problems just like everyone else, but she chooses to focus on the bright side of things. Glass-half-full and all that. And her problems are nothing like this. She’s not tormented by the sort of crazy thoughts I have. And why would she be? On the scale of things, I’d say her life was pretty damn perfect.
“I know what you mean. And that’s a good idea. But it won’t be easy.”
Which has to be the understatement of the year. How can I sit opposite my father, totally divorce myself from everything horrific he’s done and the sixteen years we had together before his past caught up with him?
“I wish I could go with you, but I’ve arranged to babysit Dawson while his mom goes out. And I can’t really let her down; sorry.”
Some support would’ve been nice. Someone to talk to about it. But I guess that’s not gonna happen now. And I can’t expect Summer to cancel looking after Dawson. It’s money in her pocket, and I can manage on my own.
“That’s okay. The police might not let you come with us, anyway.” I shrug.
Which reminds me, I guess I’d better phone the detective and get it over with. The sooner the better, or it’ll only play on my mind. And there’s enough shit in there at the moment without adding to it.
“Call me as soon as you get back.”
She touches me on the arm, and I start. I then move my whole body, so she doesn’t think that her touch repelled me or something. Which, of course, it didn’t. Far from it. Every time we touch, it’s like fireworks exploding in my brain. And I’d do anything for that feeling to stay with me forever. But it can’t, because I’m the son of a pedophile and she deserves better than to be with someone like that.
“Will do.”



Chapter Twenty
I glance out the window and see Detective Spalding striding along the sidewalk and turning into our driveway. Mom has to go with me to the prison because I’m not eighteen. She wasn’t happy about it, saying that someone had to look after Amy, but Summer offered to have her while she was babysitting Dawson.
“Hi, Jed,” Spalding says as I open the door for him. “Are you ready?”
That’s debatable, seeing as I’ve wavered between going and not going at least twenty times in the last thirty minutes.
“I am, and Mom won’t be long. Do you want to come inside?”
I’m numb with fear at the thought of what’s gonna happen. Not because I’m scared of seeing Dad. But I am scared of hearing stuff about what he’s done to other children. I don’t know how it’s gonna affect me. Which I know is pathetic. It’s not like I’m directly affected by it. Not like the families of his victims.
“Sure, thanks. I want to go through the procedure with both of you before we leave.”
After sitting in silence for five minutes, Mom finally walks into the living room. At least she’s not wearing her usual track pants and tee. She’s sort of made an effort, though her skirt has a black mark on the front. Old Mom would’ve rather walked across hot coals than go out with a stain on her clothes.
“Hello, Mrs. Franklin,” Spalding says, standing up. “We just need to go through a couple of things and then we can go.”
“Fine,” Mom says.
Could she be any more blasé about it? You’d think he was giving her a shopping list.
“Firstly, Jed, you’ll be on your own with your father, but don’t worry because your mom and I will be watching and listening from outside.”
“Like a two-way mirror?” I ask, trying to sound calm and in control.
I look at Mom, but her face is giving nothing away. How’s it gonna be for her, I wonder, seeing Dad for the first time since it all happened? Surely she must think something about it.
“Yes, that’s right. Secondly, if you’re comfortable doing so, there are a couple of questions I’d like you to ask him.”
In case Dad recants and won’t keep his side of the bargain, I suppose, then at least they could use my visit as evidence.
“I guess. It depends on the questions.”
No way am I going to start asking for explicit details. The postmortems on the boys should have told them everything they need to know. Science is so advanced now, there’s nothing that will go unchecked.
“We’d like you to ask him outright why he did what he did.”
Yeah, well that’s something we all want to know. Though he’ll probably say that he doesn’t know, or something inside made him do it. In my pedophile research, I read a lot of case studies and, when interviewed, the pedophiles all said things similar to that.
“So you can use it as an admission of guilt?” I ask, thinking that they must have an ulterior motive for me asking.
“It will make the case more solid if we have a record of him admitting it to you,” Spalding replies nodding.
“Okay. I can do that.” I think. “What else?”
Spalding hesitates. “He’s likely to be more open with you than us, so if you could ask how many more victims there are and get any details of their whereabouts, that would be a great help.”
A great help. This isn’t school and I’m handing out books for the teacher. This is fucking serious. I don’t know what Spalding’s game is. Is he trying to play it down so I don’t worry? Or is this just another case for him and he’s grateful for a bit of help?
“What makes you think he’ll tell me?”
“He asked to see you, which is a good start.”
Whatever. I feel like a pawn in a giant chess game being controlled by some force on high. What they’re asking me to do isn’t right. It’s not. Someone should be stopping this.
I glance across at Mom, but it’s like she’s not even listening to what he’s saying. She’s too busy smoothing out the nonexistent creases in her skirt.
“I’m not sure. I’ll have to see what happens. Sorry. Can we go now? I want to get this over with.”



Chapter Twenty-one
As they unlock the interview room, a blast of cold air engulfs me and a shiver shoots down my spine. I swallow hard. The smell of stale sweat wafts over from where Dad’s sitting and assaults my nostrils, turning my stomach.
I keep my eyes focused on the stone floor, counting the cracks and trying to step over them. The door slams and locks behind me, causing me to jump. Approaching the table, I force myself to look up. My inside’s in knots. I know it’s Dad; he has the same face, the same hair. But it’s like he’s shrunk into himself. In court, I saw he was a lot thinner, but being up close to him, it’s even worse. His eyes are sunken into his head, and his complexion is yellowish with several pimples across his chin. Who is this man?
I toss a glance over my shoulder at the locked door, and panic washes over me. Shit, I can’t do this. Beads of perspiration form on my forehead and my hands are really clammy. I’ve gotta get out of here. I don’t know what to say. It’s not fair. Why am I being put through this?
“Hello, Jed,” he says quietly as I turn to look in his direction, his voice devoid of any emotion.
My breathing is labored, but I fight against it and force myself to inhale deeply and calm down. I’m here now, I’ve promised to do it. People are depending on me.
“Dad.”
I pull out the chair and sit opposite him. He reaches out to touch my arm, which is resting on the table, but I quickly pull it away. Touching wasn’t part of the deal. The thought of it makes my skin crawl.
“How are your mom and Amy?”
I shrug.
“And you?” he adds.
I shrug.
I can’t do it. Panic bubbles in the pit of my stomach. This is freakin’ crazy. How can I sit across from such a disgusting monster and make polite conversation? I can’t. I just can’t.
You can, says a voice in my head. Remember what Summer said about distancing yourself. You’re here to help other families. Concentrate on that.
“Why did you do it?” I blurt out.
The sooner I get this over with, the sooner I can hightail it outta here.
His eyes glaze over. It’s like he’s not listening. Doesn’t want to listen.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” he finally replies. “I want to know about you. How have you been? What’s happening in your life? What about Summer, you still sweet on her?”
What’s he playing at? The crazy fuck. Does he think I’m here to make small talk?
“You lost the right to be interested in my life the day we found out about you. So stop trying to be like a dad to me. Because you’re not. As far as I’m concerned, you’re dead to me. Do you hear me? D.E.A.D.” I bang my fist on the table.
My heart is pounding, and I start to shake. This isn’t what was meant to happen. I glance across to the window where I know Spalding and Mom are watching. Any minute now, someone will come in and take me out of here. And I’d have failed.
I pull in some deep breaths, all the time staring at him. He doesn’t seem at all fazed by my outburst. It’s like he expected it.
“Why, Dad? Why?” I say, forcing my voice to come out calm and restrained.
Just tell me, I inwardly plead. Tell me and then we can end this farce. How can he really love me if he wants to put me through this? It’s like I’m part of one of his sick sadistic games.
“I couldn’t help it,” he says deliberately. “I knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t stop myself. That’s why, when I saw you in court, I knew we had to talk. There are so many things you have to know. Need to know. I had to fight my feelings for you when you were young. And it wasn’t easy. I wanted to. God knows I did, but I didn’t. Surely that’s got to count for something? I stopped myself. Unlike my father when I was a boy.”
My jaw drops, and I fall into myself, clutching my stomach. It’s like I’ve been sucker punched.
“What?” I whisper, my mouth so dry the word only just made it out.
I don’t believe what I’m hearing.
“When I was a boy…”
“Shut up. Just shut up. I heard you. Shut up.” I ram my hands over my ears, trying to block out the sound of his voice. Except I can’t, what he said is ringing around my head, over and over and over.
His father, my granddad, touched him. He wanted to touch me, and who knows what else. It’s sick. Sick and perverted. And I’m meant to sit here and listen to him telling me like he’s talking about the fucking weather.
“Jed, listen to me.” I hear the muffled sound of Dad’s voice, penetrating my defenses. “Try to understand. I love you. I left you alone.”
Left me alone!
I bang my hands on the table and glare at him. “Yes, and went for those other poor boys instead. What are you saying, Dad? That because you didn’t go after me you had to go for the other children? That it’s all my fault? Is that what you’re saying? Is it?”
My whole body shakes it’s so tense, and my voice sounds about three tones higher than normal. Like it belongs to someone else.
“No, it’s not like that. What I did wasn’t your fault. I just want you to try and understand what it was like for me.”
He rests his head in his hands. What does that mean? Is it an admission of guilt? That the police can use? Finally he glances up, a look of resignation on his face.
“Enough,” I say, standing up and pushing against the table, causing my chair to go flying. I run to the door and thump it. “Get me out of here,” I shout.



Chapter Twenty-two
As soon as we get home, I head straight for the garage. All the time, my heart pounding. He had feelings for me. FOR ME. Like he wanted to touch me. Do disgusting things to me. Yeah, he fought it. So he said. Though it’s not like I would remember if he touched me as a baby, would I?
And then there’s Granddad. I thought he liked me—we had such a good relationship. And he left me his Buick. I just can’t believe he’d do those things to Dad. How could he? It’s disgusting. Depraved. And why didn’t he do anything to me? Maybe he was grooming me but didn’t get the chance to do anything about it. Thinking back, I don’t remember any time we were alone. Dad was usually there. But who knows whether he was protecting me or saving me for himself.
I’ll never know.
It’s fucking crazy how you think you know people and they turn out to be monsters.
“Jed,” Summer calls as she walks from the kitchen into the garage. “I’ve just dropped Amy back. How did it go? Was it awful?”
Awful? That’s one way to describe it, I guess. Not sure I should tell Summer about it, though. If it disgusts me, what the hell would it do to her?
“Yeah, you could say.”
The stench. The look on Dad’s face. What he said to me. Every last tawdry detail will be etched on my mind forever.
“Did the police get what they wanted?”
She leans against the Buick. My pride and joy. Ha. How can I keep working on it, knowing that it was left to me by a child-abusing creep? I loved that car, and now it’s tainted with his disgusting perversions. Thank the fuck he died before Amy was born. Dad was an only child, so who can say if Granddad would’ve gone after young girls as well, given the chance.
And what about Grandma? Did she know what was happening to her son? I’ve read stories where the mother of an abused child keeps quiet because they’re scared of losing their partner, or they’re just plain scared of them. Was she one of those? I find it hard to believe. She always seemed to be the one in charge. Maybe she just didn’t know.
“They wanted me to find out why he did it and also how many other victims there were. So, no not really. Well, maybe a little. I couldn’t stay in there, not after what he told me.”
Summer touches me on the arm, and I recoil. I can’t help it. The thought of anyone touching me at the moment disgusts me. Even Summer.
“What did he tell you?” she asks, stepping away from me.
I hitch in a breath, bracing myself to tell her. “He forced himself not to abuse me.”
Summer’s eyes widen with shock. “What?”
“Which makes me think that’s why he went after the other children. It’s my fault. Even if he did deny it when I asked him.”
And he only did that because he’d figured that if I felt guilty I’d hate him even more. Like that’s possible.
“You can’t blame yourself for anything he did. He’s sick. Deranged, or whatever. It’s nothing to do with you.”
How can she be so sure? It’s an obvious conclusion, if you ask me.
“He also told me that his dad abused him when he was a boy. Gross, isn’t it?” A lump forms in the back of my throat, and tears threaten to fall from my eyes.
Pull it together Jed. Summer steps forward to where I’m standing, puts her arms around me, and hugs me tightly. And for some reason now I don’t mind. Her arms are so warm, I want to stay wrapped in them forever. But I can’t because I’m gonna lose it if I don’t pull away soon. “I’m okay,” I say, gently pulling away from her arms and moving to the side, brushing my eyes with the back of my hand.
“Jed, Jed.” The sound of Amy’s voice coming from outside the garage pushes thoughts of Dad out of my mind. She can’t know there’s anything wrong.
“In here,” I yell, holding a finger up to my mouth so Summer realizes not to say anything. Which, of course, isn’t necessary because she knows how we are shielding Amy from everything.
Amy runs in with Dawson close behind. “Can we get some cookies?” she asks, jumping from side to side. “Then we’re going to ride our bikes in the yard, aren’t we?” She looks at Dawson, who grins and nods.
“I was coming to see you and bumped into Amy,” Dawson says, his face flushing.
Summer and I exchange a glance, a tiny smile crossing her face. For a few seconds it feels just like a normal day.
But, of course, it isn’t.



Chapter Twenty-three
I was awake all night, playing over and over in my mind the meeting with Dad. It was like a living nightmare. I kept thinking about what he said. About what I said. About what I didn’t say. I feel like shit for being such a coward that I couldn’t stay long enough to find out about the other victims.
It was the one thing I could do to help those parents, who have no idea what happened to their children. And even though what Dad did was nothing to do with me, the guilt’s strong. Despite what Summer said, I can’t stop thinking that if he’d abused me then some of those other boys might still be alive. I know that’s crazy talk. And that I shouldn’t go down that track, but how can I not?
At six this morning, I came downstairs to the garage where I’ve been cleaning all my tools. It’s the sort of mind-numbing task that I need at the moment, because that’s all my brain can cope with, what with all the conflicting thoughts in there.
And there’s one overriding thought at the back of my mind that won’t let me go.
Is Dad saying that because his dad was an abuser and he also ended up being one that I’m going to end up the same?
Is that what he’s saying? Is that really what he’s saying?
No.
Fuck no.
It can’t be. It just can’t be.
Unable to clean any longer, I drop the tool I’m holding on the bench and run upstairs to my bedroom where I open my laptop and start poring over all the research again, but this time focusing on what causes someone to be like that.
I just want to know one thing.
Is being a pedophile something you’re born with? Is it in the blood?
First my grandfather, then my father, and, some time in the future, me?
It seems to depend on lots of things. And nothing’s definite. If someone was abused as a child, then it might make them abuse. Which is like Dad. But also it could be that there’s something psychologically different about a person, which makes them do it. Is that Dad, too? Then again, the research also points to it being linked to family relationships. Granddad was very strict and didn’t think boys should cry. Is that important?
I just don’t know. It’s all pretty damn confusing.
And how does that relate to me? If it’s to do with psychological make up, I’m very like Dad in so many ways. Mom used to say so all the time. The way I talk, walk, act. And what’s even worse is that Dad is just the same as his dad. All three of us had this obsession with everything being neat and tidy. All three of us love structure in buildings. All three of us have a temper.
Fuck.
It’s not rocket science to see where this going.
There’s gotta be a strong chance that I’m going to turn out like them. Maybe more than a chance. After all, it sounds like Dad didn’t want to be like his father. But he said he was driven to do it anyway.
Even though, at the moment, I don’t have any dodgy thoughts, it could happen. And the thought just makes me want to vomit.
Jesus. I’m like a walking time bomb.
Unless there’s something, anything, I can do to stop it. But what?
I remember reading about prisoners in some Scandinavian countries being given certain drugs to stop them getting stiffys. “Chemical castration,” they call it. How about if I could get hold of the drug? Yeah, right. And how likely is that? It’s not like any doctor’s gonna give a seventeen-year-old the drug. It’s hardly a recognized preventative med.
Sighing loudly, I wander to the window and stare out onto a normal street, with normal people doing normal things. There’s Dawson shooting hoops in his yard. There’s Mrs. Range talking to Dawson’s mom. Mr. Mackenzie, Summer’s dad, is pulling up in his car. What would they say if they knew what I’d found out? If they knew that they’re still living next door to a pedophile? Or pedophile in the making, if we’re splitting hairs.
They’ve yet to come to terms with finding out about Dad. Their buddy. Their drinking partner. The man they trusted with their children ever since they can remember. The ripples it sent through our perfect community can still be felt. And now it’s gonna happen again unless I do something. Like disappear off the face of the earth. Run away to some place no one knows me. Except I can’t leave Amy alone with Mom. She needs me.
Suddenly, a sense of powerlessness envelopes me.
I hate my father
I hate myself.
I hate…
I throw myself face down on my bed. Why me? Why the fuck me? Nothing’s going to be the same again. I can’t bear that I feel so normal at the moment and that’s not enough. I have real feelings for Summer. That’s normal, right? And there’s Dawson, the only young boy I know well. I like him as a kid. I like him a lot. And that’s normal, too, right? Nowhere in any part of my head do I have inappropriate feelings for him. And yet, sometime in the future, I could turn into an evil monster.
There has to be something else I can do. But it’s like fighting in the dark since I’ve no idea how or when I’m going to change. Or even if I’ll change. I know I don’t want to, but it sounds like Dad didn’t, either. I could always go back and talk to Dad about it. Ask him to tell me how it happened with him. When he first got the urges… My skin crawls even thinking about him having urges toward those boys. I don’t want to, but how else can I deal with what might happen to me?



Chapter Twenty-four
Robert Morrison
Age ten.
Twin brother to Rebecca.
Brother to Maria.
Son of Ross and Justine.
Plays Little League; star player.
Pet dog called Brutus, an English boxer.
Runs everywhere and never sits still.
White blond hair, buzz cut.
Eats nonstop but never puts on weight.
Favorite food is corn dogs.
Favorite teacher is Mrs. Jackson, Art.
Favorite TV show: The Simpsons, especially Homer.
Best friends with Jacob and Chris.
Benjamin Franklin’s third victim.
Dead.



Chapter Twenty-five
I’m so crazy mixed-up. It’s only been a few hours since I realized what might happen, yet it seems like a lifetime. My head’s pounding, my fists are clenched, and it feels like I’m about to internally combust. And the thing that I keep coming back to—the one question I need answering—is did Dad warn me because he’d worked out for himself that I was going to end up like him and his dad?
And if he had figured on all this, then why the fuck did he still have children?
Why?
For fuck’s sake, why?
The pent up resentment and anger inside of me is so intense I don’t know what to do with myself. Actually, I do. A drink. That’s what I need. A long, emotion-dulling drink. I stashed the vodka from my bedroom in the garage after I found Amy hiding in my closet the other day.
I go back to the garage and head straight for my toolbox. I yank open the bottom drawer and pull out the bottle. Opening it, I take a long swallow.
“Jed?”
Shit. It’s Summer. I pull the bottle away from my lips, but not before some drips down the side of my mouth. While hurriedly screwing on the cap, I wipe my mouth on my arm and then lean into the Buick and slide the bottle under the seat.
As much as it tears me up, I can’t be friends with her now. If there’s a chance I’m going to end up like Dad, then I have to distance myself from anyone who matters to me. Even Amy, eventually. But, for now, it has to start with Summer. I’ll have to tell her to stay the hell out of my life. It’s for her own good, not that she’ll accept that, knowing Summer. But I know what’s best. And it’s best for her, for everyone, if I’m kept at arm’s length.
God, I can’t even imagine the look on her face if she ever found out I was doing the same things my father and grandfather did.
Better her to think I’m an asshole than a pedophile-in-waiting.
“What?” I snap, watching as Summer saunters up to the trunk, smiling.
She stops dead in her tracks, shock momentarily etched across her face before she smiles again.
“I wanted to see how you were feeling after yesterday.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
Summer frowns. “What’s happened?”
“What do you mean?”
“What’s happened since yesterday when we talked to now when you don’t want to?”
“Nothing.” I shrug.
She walks down the side of the car, her short skirt swaying from side to side, then peers through the window and leans right in. Within a couple of seconds she pulls out the bottle, which she waves under my nose. I snatch it from her, and throw it back into the car.
“Drinking won’t help,” she says, recovering her composure and placing her hands on her hips in defiance.
“And you know that how?”
If there was a law against do-gooding, she’d get life.
And more to the point, what does she know about the need to drink? Her life is so perfect. Dad, CEO of a national company. Mom, at home looking after her and her younger sister. Two vacations a year, one skiing and the other to the Mediterranean. The epitome of a Disney family.
“It’s been nine months since you found out about your dad, and you’ve gone from being a straight A student to barely passing. I know yesterday was tough for you, but you’ll get through it. You have to think of the future.”
Ha. The future. Like she has any idea what she’s talking about.
Like I’m ever going to be anything more than the son of a murdering child predator.
Oh, wait, unless I actually become one of those murdering child predators.
Fuck my life
I have no future. Not now. Not ever. And the sooner people begin to accept that, the better it will be.
“My grades or my drinking have nothing to do with you. You’re not my mom.”
How can a seventeen-year-old girl exhibit such parent-like qualities? It’s not natural.
“I’m your friend, and I’m concerned. What’s wrong with that? Why are you being so mean?” She takes a step toward me and rests her hand on mine. It’s like a bolt of electricity shoots up my arm, and I jump back. Why does her touch do this to me? Rhetorical question. I know why. But I can’t get sucked back into my feelings for her. I’ve gotta keep a distance. However hard it is.
“You want to know?” I snap, my heart pounding relentlessly in my ears. “You really want to know?” I narrow my eyes, projecting all the anger I feel in her direction. Except the anger I feel is with myself for putting Summer in the position where she feels sorry for me. I know she helped me and Amy before, but that’s it. I don’t need her now, and I definitely don’t need her pity. Pity’s for losers.
“Of course,” she says, nodding her head encouragingly, though she does take a tiny step backward.
She’s not so sure of herself now. And how bad does that make me feel?
I close my eyes for a second and take a deep breath. “You talk about my future like I have some say in its direction. Like if I study hard and go to school, the world is there for me. It’s not.” My voice gets louder with every word I utter. “It’s fucking not. And never will be. There’s nothing out there for me other than to follow in my father’s footsteps.”
“Don’t say that, Jed. You’re not going to follow in his footsteps; you’re nothing like him. At least not down deep, which is where it counts.” She draws in a breath and smiles nervously.
Tempting as it is to explain everything, to silence her once and for all, I think better of it. It will only make her more determined to interfere in my life. And I’ve already resolved not to make anyone care about me. It will only lead to more hurt if things turn out how I think they will. I’m best left alone to look out for myself. The past is long gone, and however much I want to change it, I can’t. Not now. Not ever.
“Summer, you’re talking crap. Leave me alone, I’m busy.”
Beads of sweat form on my brow, and I wipe them away with the back of my hand. I don’t know why. The last time I looked, it was only about sixty-five degrees. It could be because, in all the years we’ve known each other, I’ve never spoken to Summer like this, and I don’t like it.
“I also wanted to ask you about my car,” Summer says, winding some of her hair tightly around her finger.
It’s a nervous habit she’s had since she was very young which shows itself when she’s in stressful situations. I’ve never been the cause of her doing it before, and I hate that I am now. But if it means she keeps her distance, it’s gotta be a good thing, hasn’t it?
“What about your car?” I demand, pushing my guilt at making her so uncomfortable to the back of my mind. I can’t fold now. I’ve got to concentrate on the bigger picture. Which means she has to keep away from me.
“It started making funny noises this morning. Sort of like a banging sound when I put my foot on the brake pedal.” She makes the noise, and at any other time I’d have laughed at her impression. Now, nothing seems funny.
“And I need to know this because…?”
I don’t know how much more I can push this.
“Because you’re good with cars, and I thought you could check it out for me,” she replies, her voice wobbling.
I’ve always loved fixing cars for people. I got known for it, and the money I made paid for a new chassis for the Buick. This is the first time I’ve been asked to look at a car in nine months, since Dad’s arrest.
“I don’t fix cars anymore.” I turn my back on her and pull open the top drawer of my toolbox and start lining up the spanners. Hopefully she’ll get the hint and go.
“Please,” she implores.
I spin back around and glare at her. “What, like you can’t afford to take it to a regular garage? Stop, Summer. Stop. I’m not your pet project. Leave me alone and go back to your world of blue skies and puffy white clouds.”
I turn, snap the toolbox drawer shut, and march toward the door, knocking her out the way in the process.
“Hey,” Summer yells after me. “If that’s the way you want to be then screw you, Jed Franklin.” Her voice cracks.
She rushes past me and runs across our yard and over the dividing hedge to her house. I stare at her retreating back and suddenly, desperately, crave my old life. But craving the past is for dummies. There’s only the present and the future to consider now, neither of which look good to me.
I stride down the rest of the drive and onto the street. The brightness of the sun makes me squint, so I turn and head back to the sanctity of my garage and my bottle of vodka. What used to be my favorite time of year is now just a reminder of the past and my abhorrent future. My dad sexually abused, tortured, and murdered most of his young victims in the spring.



Chapter Twenty-six
“Jed. Jed. Where are you?”
What the fuck’s with all the visits? First Summer, now Dawson. What am I, a drop-in center?
“Here,” I say, emphasizing the frustration in my voice.
He pokes his head around the Buick, looking all serious.
“Mom doesn’t know I’m here,” he says anxiously, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “I told her I was going to Mark’s.”
“Why?”
“I’m not allowed over anymore because of what’s happened with your dad. Mom’s seen it on the TV and said she doesn’t want me to get caught up in it.”
Yeah, well, can’t say I’m surprised by that.
Turning and leaning against the workbench, I look down at him. Although he looks older than nine, he’s not very mature. That’s probably why he’s okay about hanging out with Amy sometimes. I think it’s because his mom still treats him like a baby, not letting him do things on his own.
“What if she checks up on you?” I pick up a rag from the bench and start polishing one of my spanners.
I keep the garage spotless. Small tools in the toolbox, cleaning materials in a cupboard under the bench. Gardening equipment in the top right-hand corner. Chain saw, handsaw and electric drill hanging on the back wall. It’s the only part of my life where there’s some sort of order and I’m in control.
“She won’t, will she?” he asks, a slight tremor in his voice.
I shrug, and his face falls. But really the last thing I need is Dawson’s mom in here. Actually, after what she said in front of Amy, she’d better watch out because I’ll tell her what I think. No way will Mom do anything about it. She seems to think we’re fair game for all the neighbors.
“So why are you here?” I arch an eyebrow.
I wish he’d hurry up and leave, especially because, if Amy finds out he’s here, she’ll want to come in, and then I’ll never get back to having the drink I need. And deserve.
“I want to go to the Monster Truck Racing Festival in Prescott tomorrow. Today it’s the prelims and tomorrow is the finals.” He gazes at me, his eyes eager and full of anticipation. “It’s gonna be awesome.”
“And what do you expect me to do about it?” I lay my spanner down on the bench and pick up another one and start polishing.
“Will you take me?” Dawson pleads. “Pleeease.”
What planet is this kid on? Does he seriously think his mom’s gonna let me take him to the truck racing festival? Not that I want to go. Actually, come to think of it, it would be kinda cool. I could lose myself in the roar of the engines, the smell of the diesel, and watching the huge trucks pit themselves against each other. I’ve seen them on TV before. The unstoppable power of Denver Demon, or King Crusher.
“Ask your mom.”
“I can’t. She doesn’t know about it. I used to go with Dad. Please will you take me?”
Dawson’s dad left them before they moved in across the street. He doesn’t talk about him much, though, from what little he’s said, I get the feeling it got really nasty, both of them fighting over custody. Dawson hardly ever sees his dad now because he moved across state.
“Sorry, no,” I say firmly.
He drops his head dejectedly, and I feel a pang of remorse for being so mean. But even though I don’t have those type of feelings for him, now that I know what might happen, do you think I’d even consider taking a child somewhere on my own? Do I look like I have shit for brains?
Hell, even if nothing happened, I’d probably be accused of something anyway, because of who my dad is.
“Pleeease. I’ll pay for your ticket; I’ve got some money saved from my birthday. You can take us in your car and you did say the other day you like big trucks. Please, Jed. Please.”
My fists clench around the spanner and rag. Why can’t I be a normal guy, so I can take a kid like Dawson out and not worry that some primeval destructive desire will suddenly take me over and destroy his life forever? It’s not fair. It’s not fucking fair.
“Which part of the word no don’t you understand?” I snap.
I don’t want to scare him away permanently because Amy likes him so much, but equally I can’t risk him being here if something ever snaps inside of me and… and… Yeah, there’s no need to spell it out.
“B-but,” he stammers, his bottom lip jutting out and trembling, as though he’s gonna burst in tears.
“Stop acting like a baby. I’m not going to take you. I don’t want to go, especially not with a kid like you. Got it?”
He nods his head and starts to turn when we hear a noise.
“Dawson, are you in here?” The sound of his mom’s voice echoes around the garage, and as the blood drains from Dawson’s face a look of panic follows close behind. “Dawson, I said are you in here?”
I put my finger to my lips to warn him not to make a sound and point to under the workbench. Dawson quickly slides underneath it, which is fucking great as I’m trying to keep well away from everyone, especially young boys. I head toward his mom.
“Mrs. Williams,” I say, leaning against the Buick and blocking her view.
“Have you seen Dawson?” She asks, her eyes darting from side to side as she scrutinizes the garage.
“No.” It’s so tempting to challenge her about gossiping within Amy’s earshot, but I don’t want her hanging around, and I don’t want Dawson to hear me go at her, either.
“Are you sure?” she asks, narrowing her eyes. “He told me he was going to Mark’s but he didn’t. I thought he might have come here instead, even though he’s not allowed.”
So she’s admitting it. Okay, so I sort of understand. It’s what mothers do. Well, some mothers.
“Why not?”
Crap. The question’s out my mouth before I have time to check myself. I really don’t want to get into a conversation with her. I want her out of here, now.
“I’m not prepared to discuss it,” she replies, her cheeks coloring. “If you do see him, send him home immediately. I’ll try Sam’s house.”
She turns and walks out of the garage. Once she’s out of earshot, I beckon for Dawson to come out of hiding.
“That was close,” Dawson says, a giggle escaping his lips, which I suspect is more a sense of relief than him thinking it’s funny. “Thanks, Jed. I know you said no, but—”
“I haven’t changed my mind, and I won’t. So go home.”
My gut wrenches as I see the look of misery on his face. But I have no choice. Crushing the hopes of a nine-year-old boy doesn’t even register on the scale when you think of what might happen in the future. And I don’t want to put Dawson in the position where he could be involved.



Chapter Twenty-seven
After Dawson leaves, I lean against the wall, dragging my fingers through my hair. It’s so oppressive in here; everything’s closing in on me. I have to get away.
“Jed.”
No. Not now, Mom. Not now.
We haven’t spoken since we got back from visiting Dad. She was silent on the ride home, leaving me to answer the occasional question the detective asked. And there’s no way I want to face her at the moment. I slip my arms into my hoodie, take the remains of the vodka from under the car seat and put it in my backpack, which I throw over my shoulder, and head out of the garage. The car keys are in the kitchen, and I’m not going to get them in case Mom’s still there. So, keeping my head low and my eyes focused on the ground, I walk down the street to the bus stop and hop on the first one that arrives. I don’t care where it’s heading as long as it’s miles away.
Clutching my backpack on my lap, I can feel the outline of the bottle, and it’s tempting to slink down in the seat and take a quick slug. Until I glance to the side and see a woman staring at me. Or should that be looking down her nose at me. Resisting the urge to flip her off, I turn my head and stare out the window. The bus is pulling into Roseland’s, a small mall, so I yank the bell, head to the front, and jump off.
It’s only four but already the mall’s deserted, apart from two women who are talking outside the Dollar Store, totally oblivious to the fact that their young children are running in and out of Wal-Mart. Crazy women. More concerned with gossiping than with their kids’ safety. How easy would it be for someone to steal them? Not me. Christ, no. I’m just saying.
Could I have a more jaundiced view of the world? Not that I’ve always been this way. Just another byproduct of the fucking crazy way my life has changed.
I keep walking through the mall, passing the benches covered in graffiti, and the indoor plant garden which looks like it’s seen better days as the only things still living are a couple of cactus and some geraniums, when suddenly the men’s bathroom is in front of me. Deciding it’s as good a place as any for a drink, I push open the swing door and go in. For the first time today, luck’s on my side because there’s no one in here, so I head for the cubicle in the far corner and sit down. Despite the stench of stale urine and crap, at last I feel able to relax, knowing that no one’s gonna find me and start demanding anything.
With eager anticipation, I pull the vodka from my backpack. Fleetingly, something in the back of my mind tells me that drinking isn’t the answer. I shake my head. It’s just a hangover from Summer’s visit earlier. How does that girl manage to get into my head so easily? I guess that’s why I was into her for so long. And why I still am.
It’s funny how we didn’t always like each other. When we met at kindergarten, she scared me because she was so bossy (she still if is you let her get away with it). Mom had to force me to go sometimes because I was frightened of what Summer would make me do. But it changed and, from age eight, we’ve hung out all the time. Or should that be used to hang out, seeing as we won’t any more.
I don’t know how I’ll bear it. I’ll never forget Summer for as long as I live.
Won’t forget her rah-rah attitude and the way she loses her temper, being anything but rah-rah, when people get too negative.
Won’t forget the way she laughs at things, like they’re no match for her.
Won’t forget that, if all this shit with my dad hadn’t happened, maybe Summer and I would be dating right now, like normal teenagers.
I wish I could really know what she thinks of me. I don’t mean as a friend. I mean really thinks of me. Whether she’s ever had feelings for me like I have for her. Or whether it’s just friendship and nothing more. Well, not even a friend now, I’ve made sure of that. Not that I regret it, because it’s the only way. In a parallel universe, though…
I thump the side of a stall in frustration.
Anyway, it’s all in the past. Nothing can happen now. Or anytime in the future. Thanks to Dad. The bastard.
I punch the stall harder this time, hoping the pain will do something to eradicate the crazy, crazy feelings I have which are gnawing at my insides. Except it doesn’t work. I’m still as mixed up as before.
I open the vodka, and the top slips from my hand and drops onto the floor. Kicking it under the door, I listen as it hits the wall and skids off in a different direction. I don’t need it. The drink will be gone before anyone has time to blink.
Tipping my head back, I lift up the bottle and allow the vodka to pour into my mouth, and when it hits the back of my throat and slides down toward my stomach, my whole body clenches in anticipation. Only a few more seconds until that delicious fuzzy feeling envelopes my mind, numbing my senses and banishing the disgusting reality that is my life.
Suddenly, it feels like I’m choking, and I start to cough and wheeze real bad. Scrambling to my feet, I unlock the stall door and head for the sink to get some water, standing the bottle beside the sink as I do so.
As I’m drinking from the tap, the bathroom door opens and the security guard walks in and stands behind me. I can see his reflection as he looks at me and then scans the room, the expression on his face changing when he notices the vodka. Shit.
“Is that yours?” He nods toward the bottle.
I glance at the vodka, back to his reflection, and then to the door, trying to gauge if I’ve enough time to grab the bottle and make it out of here before he can catch me. It could be worth a try. He doesn’t look that fit, the gold buttons on his jacket are straining to within an inch of their life as his huge belly fights to be released.
“I said is that yours?” He growls.
I shrug. ”Why?”
“Because if it is, I’ll call the cops. You’re underage, and it’s an offense to drink in here.”
I lean to the side in an attempt to reach the bottle, but he takes hold of my arm and twists it around my back, stopping me from moving. Using all my strength, I swing around, yank my arm from his grip, and then push him hard. He stumbles backward, and I take the chance to race out of there.
Without the bottle.
Crap.



Chapter Twenty-eight
I gingerly open one eye, then quickly snap it shut as the sun’s rays penetrate my skull and my head pounds even more than it was before (if that’s possible).
Where am I?
What the hell’s that awful smell?
And WHAT THE FUCK WAS THAT?
My eyes shoot open, and I’m eyeball to eyeball with a big brown dog, whose tongue is hanging out and is just about to lick my nose…again.
“Fuck off, dog,” I shout, waving my arm in its face. Well, I try to shout, but my voice is hoarse and barely above a whisper.
“Benji, here boy,” I hear a woman call urgently.
The dog bares its teeth, momentarily looking undecided whether to bite or not, then runs off, leaving me able to release the breath I’ve been holding. With him out of the way, I’ve also got a better view of my surroundings. Which look like a park, judging by the grass and play equipment about ten yards to my right. Though apart from Benji and his owner, no one else seems to be around.
Don’t ask me which park, because I’ve no idea from this angle. I’m lying on my stomach on a wooden bench with my face turned outward. No wonder my back feels like it’s been trampled by a herd of elephants.
Slowly, I roll onto my side then sit up and swing my legs around until they are on the ground. I run my fingers down the side of my cheek and feel the welts caused by the bench’s wooden slats, then close my eyes as all this movement is making everything spin and I feel like hurling. Speaking of which, I suddenly realize that’s what the smell is. Forcing my eyes open again, I glance at my shirt and see a huge stain splattered down the front. It’s gotta be vomit. And so’s that pile on the ground in front of me. Gross.
I lean back against the bench, wishing the ground would swallow me up. What the hell happened? Why am I here? And why do I feel like I’ve just gone ten rounds in the ring?
I force myself to think back, but everything’s so fuzzy. I can sort of remember Summer coming to see me in the garage, which didn’t go well. Then… Then Dawson came in. Crap, and his mom. He hid from his mom. After that, I’m not sure. Hold on… I went on the bus to the mall, and then…
Shit.
The bathroom.
The security guard.
My vodka.
Then…then…nothing.
Letting out a long sigh, which sends pain ricocheting through my whole body, I suddenly notice in my peripheral vision a bottle on its side perched precariously at the end of the bench. And not just any bottle. It’s Jack Daniel’s.
Reaching over and picking it up, I peer in and see a small amount of liquid in the bottom. Without thinking, I draw the bottle up to my lips and am just about to tip the remaining few drops into my mouth when something bubbles in the pit of my stomach and vomit spews out of me and onto my shoes and the surrounding grass.
The bottle falls from my hand and shatters on the concrete under the bench, but I can’t bring myself to bend over and pick up the glass. Instead, I lean against the back of the bench and take some deep breaths.
Where did I get the JD from? And did I drink the whole bottle myself? I can’t believe I’ve had a total blackout. It’s never happened before. Then again, I’ve never drunk a whole bottle of anything before. Not counting beer or wine. I mean hard liquor. This is like when you read about alcoholics who lose whole days, or weeks, even, from drinking. But that’s not me. I’m not an alcoholic.
You’d think losing a few hours would be a welcome release for me after all that’s happened, but it’s freaking me out because I’ve no idea what I did.
I force myself to take some more deep breaths. Anything that might help me remember what happened these last… I glance down at my watch to work out how long I’ve been out of it and get a huge shock. It’s eight. As in eight in the morning. For some reason, I thought it was still yesterday. Which is crazy when you think about it, but I’m not thinking straight at the moment.
So, I’ve been out all night, doing fuck knows what, and how the hell am I going to explain it to Mom? She’s bound to want an explanation. It’s not like I stay out all night regularly. Unless she didn’t notice I was gone. That’s always a possibility. She might think I’m in my room. It’s not like she’ll go in there to check.
If it wasn’t for the fact that I’d never see Amy again, it would be tempting not to bother going home at all. But I can’t leave. Not yet. Then again, if I stay and Amy finds out the truth about Dad and then finds out that I could end up just like him, well that would be my worst nightmare ever.
The smell of vomit invades my nostrils and drags me from my thoughts. While holding my breath to avoid the urge to chuck again, I take off my shoes (touching only the heels, which are vomit-free) and wipe them on the grass beside me. When they’re as clean as they’re gonna be, I put them back on then think about standing up. The trouble is thinking is as far I get, because my legs feel like cotton wool and aren’t ready to have any weight on them.
Instead, I lie back down on the bench and close my eyes. I’m so late, another half hour or so won’t make any difference. I guess I could call Mom. Actually, that’s a point, how come she didn’t call or text? I reach into the pocket of my pants, but it’s empty. I try the other pocket and then my hoodie. Nothing. Apart from my wallet. I check all the pockets again, just in case. Still nothing. I peer through the slats of the bench to see if it’s fallen on the ground, but it’s not there, either. So, I must have dropped it or left it somewhere. Or it’s been stolen or I didn’t take it with me when I left home yesterday.
Whatever.
This day couldn’t get any worse if it tried.



Chapter Twenty-nine
“Where have you been?” Mom asks as I sneak into the kitchen through the garage, hoping to get cleaned up before bumping into anyone. She’s leaning against the counter, staring right at me; it’s almost as if she knew the very moment I’d be back. Either that or she’s been standing there for a long time waiting, which I doubt.
“Out,” I say.
“I know you’ve been out, but where have you been all night?” Her voice tremors, and my eyes widen. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’d been worrying about me.
“Sorry. I was at Troy’s. I meant to call but forgot.”
“Well, everyone’s looking for you.”
I knew as soon as I stepped off the bus something was wrong. For a start, loads of people were hanging around talking, which they don’t normally do because they’re supposedly too busy with their own lives. Plus there were two police cars parked across from our house.
Initially I panicked, thinking that something had happened to Amy, or that it was something to do with Dad again, but I told myself I was overreacting, especially as the police cars weren’t outside our house. I had no idea I was the problem.
“Why? I’ve only been gone a night. Nothing happened, I’m fine.” Okay, so that’s a lie, but she doesn’t need to know. There’s plenty of time for her to find out the truth.
I fold my arms in front of my chest, hoping that Mom won’t see the mess on the front of my shirt. Though she’s gonna find out soon enough when she does the laundry, unless I can soak it off in the bathroom.
“You?” Mom says, a frown etching itself across her face. “It’s not about you, it’s Dawson.”
“Dawson? Why?”
This doesn’t make sense. She says they’re all worried about Dawson and yet everyone’s searching for me.
“He’s missing. You were the last person to see him.”
A shiver runs down my spine. This isn’t what I think it is. That Dawson’s missing and in my drunken stupor I did something to him. No. It can’t be. I’m jumping to conclusions. For a start, after Dawson left the garage, I went downtown and we definitely weren’t together. Unless he followed me. He could’ve. But wouldn’t I have noticed? I think back to yesterday. There were quite a few people getting on the bus when I did, but I don’t remember what they looked like, I was too wrapped up in myself. But even so, if Dawson was there, surely I’d have noticed. Though he could’ve hidden behind someone so I wouldn’t see him, because he knew that I’d have sent him back home.
“And they don’t know where he is,” I state, the absolute horror of the situation striking me.
It doesn’t make sense. How can he disappear off the face of the earth without anyone seeing him? And why? Where would he go? He could have been abducted. Jesus, I hope not.
“No. And now the police want to speak to you because you saw him last when he was over here yesterday.”
“How do they know he was here?”
Shit, this is bad. But it’s not like I did anything to him while he was here.
“I heard you talking to him in the garage yesterday, which is what I told the police when they called.”
This changes everything. I’ve got to remember what I did last night.
What if I took Dawson? Just the thought that it could have been me is making me want to vomit all over again. Jesus, this is crazy. I could’ve already turned into my father and I don’t even know it.
Or what if I spent my time checking out children? Or worse, what if I befriended a child and took him somewhere, say to the movies or something? Or what if I abducted a child and then took him to a park? And then did stuff to him.
And if the cops ask all I can say is I don’t remember.
“Oh,” I mutter, looking down at the floor and wondering how quickly I can get away from here to do some digging of my own to find out where I went and whether Dawson was with me.
“The police are at Dawson’s house, and they want to see you. I don’t know what you and Troy got up to last night, but you don’t smell good, so clean yourself up first.”
She turns and heads out of the kitchen, leaving me standing there, my mind whirring with crazy thoughts.
I clench my fist and thump the wall. Pain rockets through my arm, but it fails to eradicate the feeling of utter despair from my mind. The feeling that I could’ve done something so awful to Dawson. But the thing is, I don’t have any awful thoughts toward him. God, no. I’ve only known him a few months, but already he’s like the younger brother I always wanted. Oh fuck, scrap that. Because who knows what that could lead to. Shit. Shit. Shit.



Chapter Thirty
To avoid speaking to Mom again or seeing Amy, I decide to change in the garage, and, as I pull off my shirt, several buttons go flying across the floor. Screwing it up in my hand, I throw it as hard as possible into the trash can, where it belongs. I don’t want to see or hear anything that reminds me of last night.
Except I do. I have to find out what happened to Dawson. Where is he? Is he lost? Is he hiding somewhere? Has someone taken him? Have I taken him?
But first the police, so they can get on with the search. I know from my research the first twenty-four hours are crucial in any missing child investigation.
I pull on an old green tee that’s hanging on the hook by the door leading to the kitchen, pop some gum in my mouth to try and get rid of the dry, disgusting vomit taste, and head for the yard. On the way out, I glance at my shirt in the trash and stop as suddenly it hits me.
Evidence.
It’s evidence.
I can’t throw it out, because when they discover about me being out all night and not remembering anything, the police will likely want to test it for Dawson’s DNA, especially knowing who my dad is.
Then again, am I just being melodramatic? Fuck if I know.
I take the shirt from the trash, fold it, put it in a plastic bag and then place it under the bench. Not to hide it, just to keep it from getting lost and also to contain the vomit smell, which is really strong. Then I turn off the light and head out the garage, down the driveway and onto the street.
Just as I get to the other side, I hear someone shouting.
“That’s him. That’s Jed Franklin, over there.”
I stop dead in my tracks and stare at Mrs. Williams who’s pointing at me. She looks awful. Her hair’s messy, and there are black makeup stains under her eyes. I doubt she slept all night.
A police officer in uniform strides past her and heads toward me. A little voice inside tells me to run in the opposite direction, then common sense takes over and I stay put, even though I start to sweat profusely.
“Jed Franklin?” the officer asks when he reaches me.
“Yes, sir,” I say, nodding my head.
“I’m Officer Halstead. We’d like to ask you some questions about Dawson Williams. At your house?”
“Sure,” I say, turning back.
“I’ll get my colleague, and we’ll meet you over there.”
I shrug and then walk away. How weird is it that he’s letting me go on my own? Though why wouldn’t he? It’s not like I’m under arrest or anything.
Walking through the garage, I toss a glance in the direction of the shirt and wonder whether I should give it to them. Then I decide against it. It would be like admitting my involvement when in fact I’ve no idea whether I was or not.
“Mom,” I say, when finding her sitting in the living room reading a magazine. “Where’s Amy?”
“Try the den,” she says, not looking up.
“The police are coming over to question me. If I bring them in here, will you go and sit with Amy and make sure she doesn’t try to find me? I don’t want her to get upset by the police being here.”
Mom frowns. “Worrying about Amy isn’t important right now.”
Yeah, maybe from her perspective it isn’t.
“You’re wrong. It is. And finding out what’s happened to Dawson, obviously. So will you stay with her?”
“Okay,” she finally replies.
That’s good, because I don’t want her overhearing the police accuse me of being like Dad. Though why would they? All they know is I was the last person to see Dawson. They don’t know about my drinking or my blackout. But it won’t take them long to take the same leap I did and focus their attention on me once they do find out.
Crap. I could be in a lot of trouble. If only I could remember what happened. I’m so desperate not to have hurt Dawson. And I’m desperate for him to be found.
A ring at the door interrupts my thoughts.
“It’s them,” I say to Mom. “I’ll let them in and you go to Amy.”
We both head out of the living room, Mom in the direction of the den and me to the front door, my heart pounding in anticipation of what’s gonna happen.



Chapter Thirty-one
I pause for a moment before opening the front door, to think. Am I guilty? Am I innocent?
As much as it would destroy me, being guilty would prove my theory correct. And then I’d be locked up, and it would stop anything bad from happening to other boys. I keep saying “boys” but, for all I know, it could be girls, too. There’s nothing to say my predilections are going to be the same as Dad’s. Except I don’t want it to be Dawson that I harmed. Christ, no. It really would be too awful to bear if I destroyed his life. And let’s not even think about Amy.
The bell rings again, and this time I do open the door. There’s a far different expression on these guys’ faces than there was on the detectives who came to ask me to visit Dad. The officers in front of me look like they mean business. Especially the one I haven’t met before, whose arms are folded across his huge barrel chest. His face is marked by a deep frown and narrow, piercing eyes.
“Come in,” I say, holding the door open. “We can talk in the living room, through the door on the right.”
“Thank you,” Officer Halstead says as they both walk into the house and head toward the living room.
I don’t know if they do it intentionally, but they manage to sit on either side of me. Halstead on the couch, me on one of the matching easy chairs, and the other officer only a couple of feet from me on an upright chair he dragged over from where it usually stands by the wall. If their aim is to intimidate me, then they’re succeeding. I feel really freaked by it all, and I can barely stop myself from shaking. Which is a pathetic look for a seventeen-year-old with a hangover and the hugest guilty conscience ever, whether or not it’s justified.
“Jed, this is Officer Strong,” Halstead says, nodding at Strong. “We’d like to ask you a few questions about Dawson Williams.”
“Sure,” I say, trying to hide the trepidation in my voice.
Hey, how come they can question me on my own, yet Spalding, the other detective, insisted on speaking to Mom first? Then again, at the time Spalding said it was a matter of courtesy because I live at home. Plus Halstead did speak to Mom earlier, so she probably gave her permission then. But really, does it matter? I don’t know why I’m getting so caught up in worrying about it.
“We understand Dawson came to see you yesterday in your garage,” Halstead states in a very matter-of-fact tone.
“Yep. At around three.” I’m finding it really hard to sit still; a body language expert would have a field day with me.
“Why?” Halstead asks.
“Why what?” I reply, frowning, unsure of what he’s getting at.
“Why did he come to see you?” Strong says, a slight edge to his voice.
It’s like they’re playing a good cop/bad cop routine. I bet they didn’t speak to Mom like this.
“He’s visits me all the time. He likes to talk about cars and trucks and—”
“So why tell his mom you hadn’t seen him?” Strong interrupts.
“He didn’t want his mom to know.” I shift awkwardly in my seat, waiting for them to freak about that.
“Why not?” Strong leans in and fixes me with an icy stare from his pale gray eyes.
“I don’t know.” I shrug. Strong arches an eyebrow in disbelief. “Okay, because of my dad and the court case and all the media interest. She didn’t want him to come here.”
Why are they acting like it’s such a crime to help Dawson out? I didn’t know yesterday was going to turn out as it did. If I had, I wouldn’t have hidden him. I wouldn’t have had a drink, and I wouldn’t have gone out. Then none of us would be sitting here worrying ourselves to death about where he is and whether he’s okay or not.
“So you were looking out for him?” Halstead asks.
I turn to look at him. “Yes. Which is why I said he wasn’t here when she came by.”
The two of them exchange a glance, and then both stare at me. I look from one to the other. What the fuck have I said now?
“So, you’re saying that Dawson was still with you when his mom came over? That you told her you hadn’t seen him, when really he was with you in your garage all the time?” Strong asks.
“Yes. He was hiding.”
Am I dumb, or what? I don’t get why it matters whether he was with me or not when I told his mom I hadn’t seen him. But, clearly, they think it’s bad.
“May we see where exactly?”
“Sure.” I stand and they immediately do the same. “This way.”
They follow in silence as we go into the kitchen and through the door leading to the garage.
“You work in here?” Halstead asks, sounding surprised.
“Yeah.”
Now what? I look around and it seems perfectly okay to me.
“It’s nothing like mine. It’s too clean and tidy.” He scans the garage, goes over to my toolbox, opens the top drawer, and stares in. Is he allowed to go through my things without a warrant? Like I’m gonna ask.
“I like things tidy,” I say, an edge to my voice. “What’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing, we’re just trying to get a picture of Dawson’s last known movements,” Halstead replies.
Strong looks as if he’s just about to say something else, when Halstead begins to speak.
“Where did Dawson hide?”
I point to under the bench. “Under there.”
“Of his own free will?” Strong asks, going over to the bench and peering under it.
“Of course of his
own free will. What do you think I did, tie him up and shove him under there?” I snap.
I didn’t mean to lose it. I know they’re only doing their job. And it’s hard because I want to tell them all about me, how my life could be in the future. But I can’t because it will make a huge impact on everything. And I can’t risk them changing the direction of their inquiries without proof that I’m to blame.
“And what time was this?” Halstead asks, ignoring my little outburst.
“Three-fifteen, maybe. I didn’t check.”
“And when did you let him go?” Strong asks, standing up and moving toward the other bench, which has my shirt underneath.
I hold my breath, praying he doesn’t see it. This probably isn’t a good moment for my shirt to be found.
“He left shortly after his mom.” I can feel the tension brewing in the pit of my stomach, and I clench and unclench my fists at my side.
“Where did he go?” Halstead asks.
“I don’t know. He just left.” I run my hand through my hair, and my fingers get stuck in some knots. I feel really dirty not having had the chance to clean myself up since last night. And I’m guessing I don’t smell too great, either.
“And what did you do then?”
Here it comes, the question that’s gonna incriminate me.
“I went out.”
“Where?” Strong asks.
“Why? I thought it was Dawson you’re looking for, not checking up on me.”
They do suspect, I can see. It’s written all over their faces, even if they don’t have anything to base it on.
“Relax, son. We’re only trying to piece together Dawson’s whereabouts. For all we know, he might have followed you. Now, where did you go?” Halstead’s tone is softer than Strong’s, but it’s still exacting.
“Roseland’s Mall.”
“Can anyone verify that?” Strong asks.
Why do they need someone to verify where I’ve been if the only reason they want to know is to try and find out about Dawson?
“Not exactly.” I pace up and down the garage.
“What do you mean?” Strong replies.
I don’t want to tell them about the security guard. He’d verify it all right. Then get me charged with assault.
“There were people on the bus who might have seen me get off at the mall, and I saw a security guard in the guys’ bathroom, but he might not remember me, and I don’t know his name.”
I stand still and lean against the Buick, bracing myself for the next question.
“And after the mall?” Halstead asks, arching an eyebrow.
“I don’t know,” I mutter.
“How can you not know?” Strong retorts, his eyes flashing. It’s like he thinks he’s caught me out or something.
“I’d been drinking and don’t remember anything until I woke up on a bench in St. John’s Park this morning.”
Can they do anything to me for drinking underage? They can’t do anything to the liquor store, because I’ve no idea where the JD came from. Though I guess they’ve got other more important things to worry about at the moment.
“And then you came home?” Strong lets out a long sigh.
“And then I came home, yes.”
Could I feel any guiltier? There’s no way I’m gonna drink again. The way it numbs my feelings might help, but I can’t afford to lose control of my memories like this.
“And you don’t remember anything after being at the mall?” Halstead asks.
“I’ve already told you,” I shout, waving my arms around like a mad man. “I don’t remember a fucking thing. Dawson left, I went to the mall, and that’s it. That’s all I remember! I didn’t keep him captive, and I didn’t do anything to him!” That you know of, taunts a little voice in the back of my head. “Why don’t you leave me alone and go hunt for Dawson? You’re wasting valuable time here… It’s...” I pause as suddenly I remember something. “Monster trucks. Could he be at the monster trucks?”
Halstead’s radio mic crackles and he holds up a hand to stop me from talking. He heads back into the kitchen, with Strong following.
“Stay here,” Strong says, as I go after them.
I pace the garage floor while waiting for them, thinking back to how upset Dawson was that he couldn’t go to Prescott today. After only a minute or two, the officers return.
“What about the monster truck racing in Prescott today?” I ask, hoping that could be the answer, which would mean that I didn’t take him after all.
“What about it?” Halstead asks.
“Dawson asked me to take him because his mom wouldn’t. He might have gone there.”
It seems doubtful, though. How would he get there? Would he be able to travel on a bus on his own without being stopped? Whatever. I have to mention it, just in case.
“We’ve checked, and he’s not there. Dawson’s mom found he’d been looking at it on the computer, and she told us.” Halstead says, as he attaches his mic to his jacket.
“Oh. I thought she didn’t know. It was something he used to do with his father and his mom didn’t like it.”
That’s blown that theory out of the water. Fuck.
“Take this and call if you remember anything else.” He hands me his business card, which I place on the workbench.
“Okay.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll find Dawson. We’ve gotta go, we’ve just heard there’s been a sighting of a young boy answering Dawson’s description, so we’re heading downtown.”
Chapter Thirty-two
I stand by the door and watch Halstead and Strong stride across the road and head toward their vehicle, then I go to the kitchen for some water. I can’t believe that, during the whole interview, they didn’t even wonder if I’d had anything to do with Dawson’s disappearance. It’s like they totally didn’t get the fact of who my father is and what that could mean for me in the future. Then again, why should they? It’s not like they’ve looked into it like I have, and they don’t know me and my family and the likeness between me, Dad, and Granddad.
Unless the reason they didn’t make the connection is because it doesn’t exist and I’ve been deluding myself into thinking I’m mixed up in Dawson’s disappearance.
Or am I clutching at straws because I don’t want to face reality? The reality being that I’m a monster and that, in all likelihood, Dawson followed me to the mall, and after leaving the bathroom I saw him and took him to somewhere secluded, where no one could see us, and then I pounced.
Showing him never to trust those closest to you because they’ll let you down.
I lean against the wall and groan. I’d give anything to turn the clock back a year, before any of this happened. Before I became aware of everything. Even if I couldn’t totally change the future, I’d make the most of what time I had. I’d ask Summer out. Somewhere nice. On a real date, instead of spending my time dreaming about how it would be between us. We’d be two normal teenagers doing normal stuff. And I’d try to do something to stop some of the horrendous things happening. Like stop Dad somehow. Or tell the police about him and at least save some of those poor boys’ lives. I just want to do something. Anything.
Fuck it. It’s pointless daydreaming when I can’t change anything. I need to concentrate on finding out if I’m part of what’s happened to Dawson and if so try and do something about it. Except I can’t remember shit.
Why has my memory gone from the moment I left the bathroom?
Why can’t I remember?
Why?
Maybe it’s because what I did was so awful my brain’s refusing to let me remember. Maybe my memory might never come back, unless they take me to a therapist to see if they can retrieve it.
“Have the pol… I mean, have they gone?” Mom asks, cutting across my thoughts, as she comes into the kitchen, Amy scampering close behind.
I glare at her. Why did she almost mention police in front of Amy after I’ve tried so hard to keep her out of it? Amy will only get upset if she finds out that Dawson’s missing.
“Yep,” I say tersely. “Amy, go find your boots, and I’ll take you to the park after I take a shower.” I’ve never felt so filthy in my whole life.
“Yayyyy,” she says excitedly. “Can I have ice cream? Will the puppies be there? I’ll bring Rolo Bear so he can see them too. Can Dawson come with us? Can we take our bikes?” She hops from foot to foot, a huge smile lighting up her face.
“Okay, okay,” I say, forcing a laugh. “Get Rolo and your boots, and then we’ll go. Dawson’s busy. It will just be the two of us.” She runs out of the kitchen, and I turn to face Mom. “Why did you ask about the police in front of Amy? We agreed.”
A sort of guilty look crosses her face. “Sorry. Were you able to help them?”
“Not really.”
“Oh. Well, let’s hope they find him soon.” She pours herself a mug of coffee then helps herself to a biscuit and sits down at the table, looking worried.
“Are you okay, Mom?” I ask.
“What?” She looks up at me and frowns. “Yes, I’m fine. I’ll see you later.”
She’s totally checked out. Again.



Chapter Thirty-three
Fifteen minutes later, Amy and I leave home. Going to the park when all this is happening may seem odd, but I need some time out. Not for long. Just enough to get some fresh air and to allow my thoughts to process without me sabotaging them, if that makes sense. Because Amy’s chatter will take my mind off of what’s happening and allow my mind to deal with it.
Amy places her warm hand in mine and, for a second, I clench inside, worrying how I can hold her hand when I might have done something awful to another child. When thinking rationally, I know that, deep down inside of me, I don’t feel capable of doing that sort of stuff, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t. Who knows what might happen when I’m out of my head like yesterday and what’s in my subconscious comes out? And I’d be stupidly naïve to just assume that how I feel at now isn’t going to change over the years.
But pulling my hand away isn’t going to achieve anything other than upsetting Amy, which I don’t want to do, so I try and forget everything that’s going on, and focus only on her incessant chatting, mainly about puppies and ice cream. Life’s so simple when you’re a kid. Then I think of my dad’s victims and realize that’s not really true.
“Jed, wait.” I turn and see Summer racing up to us.
My heart skips a beat. Will there ever come a time when she doesn’t affect me like this? And what the hell does she want? Has she forgotten what happened the last time we spoke?
“We’re going to the park,” Amy says excitedly when Summer reaches us. “Do you want to come?”
No, Amy. No.
“Summer’s busy,” I say.
“Sure,” Summer says at exactly the same time.
That ruins my chances of taking time out to sort my head.
I glare at Summer, but she acts like she doesn’t notice and takes hold of Amy’s other hand, which is also clutching Rolo. Over the top of Amy’s head she mouths, “Are you okay?”
I give a curt nod and then turn to face the direction we’re heading. Why is she asking if I’m okay? She can’t know about what happened to me last night. Unless Mom went around to ask her if she’d seen me. Nah. No way would she have done that.
We walk in silence until reaching the park, then, after getting Amy an ice cream, we sit down on the bench near the play equipment. Would you believe it, the puppies are here again with their owner, a woman who looks a bit like Mom. She lets Amy play with them, and, while she’s out of earshot, I turn to Summer.
“Why are you here? Don’t you get I want to be left alone? Especially now I’ve got all this Dawson stuff to sort out.”
The moment the words are out of my mouth I regret saying them. If she knows about my part in Dawson’s disappearance, she’ll want to get involved, and that will only make things harder if it turns out I am responsible.
She frowns. “What’s Dawson’s disappearance got to do with you?”
“Nothing. Forget I said anything.” I turn from her and concentrate on Amy, who’s chasing the puppies. Or, rather, they’re chasing her. Whatever, she’s having a great time and is totally oblivious to anything going on here. Which is just how it should be.
“It can’t be nothing, or you wouldn’t have said it. Tell me,” she insists. “Maybe I can help.”
I toss a glance in her direction. Her face is set. She’s determined to get it out of me I’ve seen that stubborn set of her jaw many times. I ache to confide in her, but I can’t. Really, I can’t. She’d hate me forever if she finds out.
“Forget it.” I stand and start to walk away.
“Jed, wait. Just tell me. How bad can it be?” Summer demands, jumping up from the bench and standing next to me.
She takes hold of my arm and, for a second, her warmth softens me. But as quickly as that happens, I shake her off.
I draw in a deep breath. “You obviously haven’t heard. I was the last person to see him alive.”
Alive. What the hell made me say that?
“Jed. Jed.” Summer pulls on my arm. “Are you okay? You looked so scared just then. And what do you mean about Dawson?”
I shake myself out of my reverie. What would I give to return to the time when we could be at ease with each other? When I could tell her anything and not worry that she’d ever think bad things about me.
“You don’t want to know, Summer. You really don’t want to know.”
“Try me.”
Something inside me snaps. Maybe I should tell her, and then she’ll leave me alone for good. Because, once she knows, there’s no going back. I sit back down on the bench, and she does the same.
“It’s Dawson’s disappearance. I can’t be sure, but I think I might have had something to do with it.” I stare at her through half-closed eyes and hold my breath, waiting for her response.
“Why would you have anything to do with it? And why can’t you be sure? It makes no sense.” She frowns.
I try to fight the urge to open up to her, but I can’t. I need someone to talk to, and, if she wants to cut and run after she hears what I’ve done, then so what? At least then I’ll have succeeded in doing what I wanted—keeping her away from me.
“It doesn’t matter why. I can’t be sure, because I was so drunk I don’t remember anything from when I left the mall yesterday afternoon until early this morning.” I avert my eyes so not to have to witness the change in hers as she processes my admission.
“Well, he wasn’t with you at the liquor store around seven yesterday,” she states with confidence.
“The liquor store? Which liquor store?” I immediately look at Summer, my eyes wide open in shock.
“The one on Hampton Street. Dad stopped there on the way home. While I was waiting in the car, I saw you come out. Actually, you sort of staggered out of there. You were holding a bag with a bottle of something in it. I could just see the top peeping out.”
Fuck. So that’s where I went.
“And you’re sure Dawson wasn’t with me?” I ask, knowing what that could mean and not wanting to get too excited until I know for definite.
“Positive. You were on your own. And when you came out of the store, you headed down Hampton toward St. John’s Street.”
Where the park is. Does that mean I spent all night in the park on my own? How come the cops didn’t find me there? You’d think they’d patrol parks at night. Unless I hid somewhere; in the bushes, maybe.
“And you’re absolutely one hundred percent sure I was alone? And definitely didn’t have Dawson with me. I could’ve left him outside and collected him after.”
My heart’s thumping madly. If Dawson wasn’t there, then I haven’t done anything to him. The relief is so intense that I can barely think straight.
Unless I stashed him somewhere. My heart plummets at the thought.
You’re not your dad, Jed. Stop going down that path.
But the self-doubt takes over. After all, if my own dad isn’t the person I thought he was, then why would it be such a stretch that I’m not, either?
Even mom, who was always a rock, fell apart since everything went down.
“I’ve already told you,” Summer replies impatiently. “You were definitely alone. I watched you for ages in the rearview mirror.”
Christ, I love this girl.
Shit. I don’t mean like that.
Actually, I do.
“Why didn’t you come over?” I ask, puzzled why she’d act so out of character.
It’s so unlike her to leave me alone. You’d think, at a time like that, she’d be in there like a shot, desperate to interfere and lecture me about drinking.
“Are you kidding?” she asks, giving a hollow laugh. “It was nearly dark, and I’m persona non grata as far as you’re concerned these days. I could see by the way you were staggering you’d had a few, and I wasn’t gonna risk it. No way.”
What did she think I was gonna do?
My few moments of euphoria hurtle to the ground with the realization that one of the few people I actually care about could think I’d do something mean to her, just because I’d been drinking.
“Well, if I didn’t have anything to do with Dawson’s disappearance, who did?” I mutter, more to myself than to Summer.
“The police are out searching. They’ll find him. But I still don’t get why you think you might be involved.”
“If you want to know, I’ll tell you. But remember, once you do know, you can’t un-know.”



Chapter Thirty-four
Ethan Lopez
Age seven.
Brother to Zoe and Lucia.
Son of Carlos and Isabella.
Shy.
Dark curls.
Obsessed with dinosaurs.
Wants to be a paleontologist.
Scared of spiders.
Favorite food: chocolate ice cream.
Wants an Xbox for his birthday.
Favorite teacher: Mrs. Jackson.
Favorite TV show: SpongeBob.
Best friend: Dominic.
Benjamin Franklin’s fourth victim.
Dead.



Chapter Thirty-five
It’s like what Summer is about to learn should come with a government health warning:
The following information is likely to disgust you more than anything you’ve ever experienced in your life, and you should only listen if you believe you’re of a strong enough disposition to tolerate depravity of the highest order.
“What do you mean I can’t un-know?” Summer asks.
“That once you hear what I’m about to say, you’ll never forget it, even if you’d give anything to.”
“What’s it all about?” Summer asks, a tremor in her voice.
“Me,” I whisper. “It’s about me.”
“That’s okay, then,” she replies, visibly letting out a long breath. “We’re friends, and you know I’ll support you no matter what.”
She’s so naïve; it tears me apart to know that our relationship will change irrevocably in less than a minute.
“Your choice.” I clench my fists tightly by my side. “Okay, then. The fact is… The fact is…there’s a chance that, in the future, I’ll turn into a pedophile.”
Summer’s jaw drops. “What?” she asks, her voice barely above a whisper.
“A pedophile,” I repeat, the word sticking in the back of my throat. “And before you ask, no, I haven’t had any urges yet, that I know of. And though I don’t remember doing anything to Dawson when I was out of it last night, that doesn’t mean I didn’t.”
My breaths are short and sharp, and I close my eyes to try and ease the pain I’m feeling. People say you feel better when you get something off your chest. Well, I can tell you that’s a load of crap. I’ve never felt so awful in my whole life. Awful for what I might have done last night. And awful because the most trusting person in the world, and someone I once hoped might love me as I love her, has to learn that she’s got it totally wrong as far as I’m concerned.
“What?” Her eyes widen. “I don’t get it. How can you believe you’re a pedophile? Especially when you haven’t done anything like it before?” She shakes her head, a look of disbelief on her face.
I draw in a long breath, trying to ignore the stabbing pains from my cramping gut.
“When I went to visit my dad, he told me he was abused by his dad. And my dad, he… Well, you know all about him. There’s a link. Dad and me, we’re so much alike in every way. However much I hate to admit it. And Dad was the same as his dad. The three of us, out of the same mold. I’ve done the research, and it all adds up. You can put whatever fancy theory on it you like. Social, psychological…even genetic, although that’s yet to be proven…and, in my mind, it points to the fact that, in all probability, I’ll be next.” I thump the bench in frustration, and Summer jumps.
“No,” Summer says, her voice determined. “No. It’s not true. It can’t be. I know you. You’re never gonna be a pedophile. Never. I don’t care about your dad or his dad, or anyone’s dad. It’s not gonna happen to you. It’s not.”
I want to reassure her that everything will be okay. But, of course, I can’t. It’s crazy to even think about it.
I lean forward and cover my head with my hands, staying there for what seems like ages, when, in fact, it’s probably only a minute.
“Summer, listen to me,” I plead after sitting up. “No one believed my dad was capable of what he did. He was a normal guy. The perfect husband, the perfect dad. But he wasn’t. He was driven by disgusting urges that he had no control over. He said himself that he didn’t want to—that he wanted to stop because he knew it was wrong—but he couldn’t control it. It just…came out. And we don’t know when the urges started. It might not have been until he was older. We just don’t know. That’s why, just because I feel normal now, doesn’t mean I will be in the future. And I won’t be able to do a thing about it. Pedophiles can’t be cured. They’re compulsive. They can’t stop.” My voice cracks, and I swallow hard to try and stem the tears that are threatening to fall.
“I don’t buy it,” Summer says adamantly.
It’s like she’s looking for every reason not to believe me, but she’s out of luck. Does she really think that if there was a chance for me not to be affected I wouldn’t grab it with both hands?
“I’ve been researching. It’s all on my laptop. Come back with me now, and I’ll show you.”
“And according to what you’ve found, every single pedophile was abused as a child and all their children will be pedophiles, too?” Summer questions.
“I didn’t say that. That’s just one of the possible factors. I wasn’t abused, and we don’t know if granddad was abused. It’s complicated. It could be down to upbringing and psychological make-up. But also, people who were abused often become abusers. So what I’m saying to you is, based on all this, there’s a good chance of me becoming one, too,” I say clutching vainly at what little semblance of self-control I have. If I lose it now, then so will Summer.
“And the research can’t be wrong?” Summer asks, arching an eyebrow.
“Look, Summer. It’s not been proven like a scientist might prove something. But the facts are that I’m likely to become one. So stop questioning me. Trust that I know what’s likely to happen.”
There’s no point in sugarcoating it. She needs to accept it the same as I have.
“I can’t. If you told me you had unnatural feelings for children, then that’s different. But you said you haven’t. And surely, by your age, you’d know that something was wrong. Right?”
Silence hangs ominously in the air, like we both know the answer to this question is gonna tip the balance one way or the other.
“I don’t know. I’m not sure at what age these things start. Plus, what counts as unnatural?” I ask, my voice breaking. “You know, I love Amy so much, and when I think of her, it’s like she’s the most important person in my life. Especially since Mom’s stopped caring for her like she used to. I feel totally responsible for her. Is that unnatural? Is it?”
The desperation in my voice is mirrored by the desperation in my heart. I feel like there’s no way out. All I want to do is crawl inside myself and hide from this horrendous situation.
“No. No. Your feelings for Amy aren’t unnatural. Of course they’re not.” She glances at me, her eyes pools of emotion. “They’re normal feelings you have for your family, or for someone you love. Especially after what you’ve all been through. There’s nothing disgusting or perverted about them. Nothing at all.”
“Really?” I ask, a glimmer of hope forcing its way through the blackness of my mind.
Summer nods. “Yes, really. What about Dawson? How do you feel about him?”
Just thinking about Dawson sends shivers down my spine. I can’t shake the feeling that something awful has happened to him, and that I could be responsible.
I never used to doubt myself until Dad’s arrest. But now…
“I don’t know. He’s a good kid. I enjoy talking to him. I’ve never, ever had the urge to touch him... But I don’t know what happened last night.”
She lets out a long sigh and pauses for a few moments before speaking. “But surely, if you did do something to Dawson or any boy last night, something you can’t remember, then how come you don’t have any bruises or scratch marks on you? No boy is gonna give up without a fight, is he?”
I glance at my arms and hands, which show no evidence of me having fought with anyone. There are no scratches, no blood, no bruises, nothing under my nails. Though I cleaned them in the shower.
My mind’s in turmoil.
Could she be right?



Chapter Thirty-six
“Summer,” her mom calls, running toward us as we’re just about to walk into my house.
“Yes?” Summer replies.
“They’ve found him. Dawson. They’ve found him, and he’s okay. Just a bit tired from being out all night. Thank God. It’s been an awful time, especially for his family.”
I breathe a huge sigh of relief, and my legs start to give way. I lean against the wall to steady myself.
“Where did they find him?” I ask.
Dawson’s alive. He’s okay. I didn’t do anything to him. Shit, this has to be the best thing to happen in a long time.
“Downtown at the bus depot. According to his mom, he went there to try and get a ticket to Prescott for the Monster Trucks but couldn’t, and it was late, and he was too scared to go home. One of the drivers found him hiding this morning.”
So it was the Monster Trucks, after all. Whatever. If I hadn’t have been mean to him, it might never have happened.
Even if I’m not like my dad, I’m still responsible for putting kids in danger.
Fuck.
“That’s cool.” I know that’s a weird thing to say, but it’s all that came out of my mouth.
“Thank goodness,” Summer says. “I’m just going in with Jed, I’ll be back later.”
“Okay,” Summer’s mom says before turning and heading back home.
Summer threads her fingers through mine, probably intending to make me feel better. Which I do. I really, really do. Except that it doesn’t change anything. Just because Dawson escaped my clutches this time doesn’t mean it won’t happen to some other child in the future.
“Amy, you go and play. Summer and I have school work to do.” If I say it’s something to do with school, we’ve more of a chance of her leaving us alone. I can’t show Summer my research while Amy is there.
“I want to come,” Amy says, sticking out her bottom lip. “I promise to be quiet.”
“We won’t be long, hon,” says Summer. “Why don’t you find all your Barbies and I’ll be down to play with you very soon.”
She says that now, but how will she feel once she’s looked at all my research?
“Okay,” Amy says, running toward the den, singing.
“Come on, I’ll show you all my research,” I say to Summer before heading to the stairs and climbing them two at a time.
I’m not sure why I’m in such a hurry to show her, because she’s gonna hate me.
“I don’t want to see it,” Summer says, following me. “It won’t change my view.”
She perches on the end of my bed with her arms folded, a determined look etched across her face.
“You have to see it. If you don’t, you won’t understand.”
“I understand,” Summer says stubbornly. “I’m not disputing there are all these different factors that could come into play. But I don’t believe that it’s a predetermined thing just because of the similarities between the three of you. Because that makes it sound like it’s definitely genetic. And you said there isn’t valid scientific evidence about that.”
“Not genetic in that there’s a specific gene in us. But if you look at psychological make-up then that’s different. That’s where the similarity between us is. And that’s what predisposes us to certain types of behavior.”
“Bullshit,” she replies.
I stare, open-mouthed. Believe it or not, I’ve never heard potty language from Summer. Ever. She’s always moaned about my language in the past. She says cursing is a cop out for people who can’t think of what to say.
“It’s not bullshit. It’s fact.” I thump the desk for emphasis, and she flinches ever so slightly.
“No, it’s not fact,” she says, turning to face me, a stubborn expression on her face. “You have a choice. We all have choices. Your dad had a choice, and he chose to abuse and kill those poor boys. He could’ve chosen not to. Like he chose not to abuse you.”
Surely she doesn’t believe that Dad made a rational choice before acting the way he did. It’s madness. How could anyone make a decision like that?
“He couldn’t. He couldn’t.” My voice increases in volume the more agitated I become. “It took all his strength to leave me alone, but he couldn’t stop himself with the other boys. He wouldn’t have done it if he could stop. What person in their right mind would choose to give in to such despicable urges if they could choose otherwise?”
I shake my head and walk over to the window, not able to face her and her ridiculous ideas.
“Look,” Summer says, her voice sounding a lot calmer. “You’ve done your research and found that pedophiles were often abused as children. But not all of them were. The same as not everyone who was abused as a child becomes an abuser. So nothing is definite. Which means you have a choice.”
Shit, she’s persistent. So persistent that there’s a tiny, tiny thought in the back of my mind telling me she could be right. But she can’t be. I’ve done the research. She isn’t right. I’m sure of it.
I’m almost sure of it.
Actually, I’m not sure at all.
Could she be right?
Could she really be right?
“Summer, we’re best friends, so of course you’re gonna try and make things right for me. You’ve no idea how much I’m desperate to believe what you’re saying but it’s hard when you look at my research.” I let out a long sigh. Thinking about all this has taken the gloss off of finding Dawson. “It’s pointless sitting here, deliberating.”
“What can I do to convince you?” she pleads.
“Nothing,” I reply.
“Maybe you should get on with your life and forget about it. And know that, if you ever do get any urges, you can fight it. You can go to a therapist. There are special people who deal with that sort of thing. If your dad had gone to one, he might not have behaved the way he did.”
She’s gotta be kidding if she thinks I’m gonna spill my guts to some stranger just so they can sit there and put me into some psychobabble box. No, sir. Not me.
“I don’t believe in therapists.”
“It doesn’t matter what you believe. If you’re convinced about the direction your future is heading, you need to talk to someone. And, while you’re at it, you can talk about your drinking.”
“My drinking? I don’t have problems with my drinking.” I shake my head in frustration, yet for some reason it’s starting to feel really awesome that Summer’s acting all motherly over me. It seems like forever since we were like this, even though it’s only been a couple of weeks. The longest weeks of my life.
“That’s a matter of opinion. You totally blacked out last night. Do you really think that’s normal?”
There’s no point in lying, because I’ve already had my concerns over blacking out and what it could mean. But that doesn’t mean I have a problem with drinking. It just means that, this one time, I took it too far.
“No, I guess not. But I had good reason. My drinking only started after Dad got arrested.”
I’m not dependent. And I definitely don’t have an addictive personality. Apart from being a bit OCD, but that doesn’t automatically mean I can’t control the amount of alcohol I consume. If anything, it would make me far stricter with myself.
“You mean you can choose not to drink if you want to?” Summer asks, her lips turning up slightly into a tiny smile.
“Yes. Anytime,” I answer defiantly.
“Thank you. I rest my case.” Her smile vanishes and, instead, a smug expression crosses her face.
“What are you talking about?” I roll my eyes in frustration.
“If you can choose whether to drink or not, then you can choose whether to become a pedophile,” she says, becoming more serious.
Okay, so Summer’s view is simplistic, naïve, and obviously flawed. And if you approach a pedophile and ask what he thinks, you can imagine his response. But the thing is that I sort of get what she means.
I can’t just assume that, because Dad and his dad were pedophiles, I’m automatically gonna be one. Yes, the research shows my chances of becoming one are higher than for someone without my background, but that doesn’t mean it’s a given. And I can’t live my life thinking it is.
Thinking rationally, I’ve always been able to differentiate between my feelings for Summer, Dawson and Amy. It’s never been an issue, apart from me trying to make it one.
“You could be right,” I say to Summer. “Maybe I do have a choice. I can choose to reject what I previously accepted: that, in all probability, I’m going to become a pedophile.”
Summer’s expression goes from cautious to happy in the blink of an eye. Her eyes sparkle, and I get this overwhelming desire to fling my arms around her. But I won’t. I want to, but it’s not the time or the place. Because if I did, I don’t think I could stop myself from kissing her. I can’t risk spoiling our relationship within three seconds of it going back to how it used to be.
“So what does that mean?” she asks.
I wish I knew. Because, right now, I’m not sure. At least, I’m not sure I can put it into words. With one crazy sentence, I’ve just turned my world on its head. And I’m struggling to know how to deal with it.
It’s like, suddenly, I’m accepting my life can be normal. Well, some of it. Because Mom’s still not like she used to be. And there’s always gonna be Foster, or someone like him, at school. But maybe I can deal with it better. Understand that Mom is dealing with things in the only way she can. And when I’m at school, not react so badly when Foster gets in my face. Well, try not to, because he can be such an asswipe.
And, you know, if I go back to my old self, perhaps I won’t be regarded as such an outsider. I haven’t thought this before, but part of the way I’ve been treated could’ve been down to how I’ve acted toward everyone. Preempted their behavior before it’s even happened.
I draw in a long breath. As weird as it sounds, suddenly the whole world seems a cooler place to be.
“I think it means I get a life.”
A laugh escapes my lips. Could I sound any more like someone on daytime TV? Even if I do mean it.
“I’m so happy for you,” Summer says, throwing her arms around me and squeezing.
I draw back from her slightly and stare into her eyes. There’s a look, something I can’t put into words, and, without doing my usual over thinking everything, I pluck up the courage and kiss her on the lips.



Chapter Thirty-seven
“Remember, I can’t pick Amy up any day this week,” I say to Mom when she walks into the kitchen.
“Okay,” she replies, glancing at me.
I’d kind of hoped that, with things looking better for me, Mom would change, too. But why would she? It’s not like her life has changed for the better like mine has. I love getting up every morning now, knowing that, soon, I’ll be seeing Summer.
But it’s Amy I feel most sorry for. My gut wrenches every time I watch her seek affection from Mom, and she gets very little in return, not many cuddles or smiles. Summer and I both try to make up for it, and I think it helps, but who knows what’s going to happen when Amy gets older? It could totally screw her up emotionally.
“Hey, Jed.” Summer’s voice coming from the garage cuts across my thoughts.
Since we officially started dating last week, I give her a ride to school every morning.
“In here,” I reply.
She saunters into the kitchen, smiles at me and then at Mom. “Hi, Mrs. F.”
“Hello, Summer,” Mom says, not looking up from making herself a coffee.
“I’ll just go and say goodbye to Amy, and then we’ll go,” I say. Summer follows me out of the kitchen.
“I was thinking about auditioning for the school play. What do you think? Will you, too?” Summer asks, the excitement in her voice so endearing.
“Me in the school play? There’s no way I’d be even allowed to audition, let alone actually get a part.” I laugh.
Even before all this happened, I kept well clear of anything on a stage, after the time when I was in third grade and got stage fright. Which Summer knows all about, because she was there.
“It’ll be fun if we’re in it together. I’ll help and make sure you don’t forget your lines like that time before. Please,” Summer says, her twinkling eyes and the persuasive tone in her voice almost swaying me.
“I’ll think about it,” I say, grinning and grabbing hold of her hand and heading into the den. “Bye, Amy,” I say.
Amy jumps up and runs over. “Bye, Jed,” she says, kissing me on the cheek. “Bye, Summer.”
“See you later, kid,” I say.
Summer and I leave the house and, before we get into the car, I pull her close to me. My heart flips. I know it seems a bit girly, but every time we’re together, it makes me catch my breath. I’ve liked Summer forever. And now that I’m with her, our relationship is everything I’d dreamed it would be. And then some.
“Do you want to go to the movies after school?” Summer asks.
“Instead of going to Redwood Park?” We’ve gotten into the habit of stopping there and making out after school.
“We can go there after,” Summer says, grinning.
“That’s okay, then. So, yeah, if you want to go to the movies, that’s cool.”
…
Leaning against the big old oak tree outside of school, shaded from the sun, I position myself so I’ll see Summer when she walks through the double doors. We always meet here after school, unless we’re in the same class. I’ll never tire of seeing the expression on her face and the way her eyes light up the moment she notices me standing here.
“Perving again, eh?” calls a voice from behind me, making me start.
I turn my head and see Foster close by, his lip curled in a sneer.
Before, I’d have reacted. Now, I try to ignore his sick comments. It’s not like he’s saying anything different from what he’s always said. And it’s not like what I say will make him stop or change the situation.
“Whatever.” I shrug and turn back, drawing in a calming breath.
Having control over the situation feels real good.
“Just because you’re doing Summer Mackenzie now doesn’t mean things are different. Your dad’s a pede and you’re gonna be one, too.”
My body tenses, and my fists clench as the feeling to punch him into the middle of next week washes over me. I have to stay calm. Calm and in control. I count to five slowly in my head. I won’t let him torment me like this. I’ve accepted that I’m different from Dad. And Summer has convinced me to deal with what I’m faced with each day as it happens and not to look too far into the future.
It’s not easy. I still have those horrendous nightmares of being inside Dad’s head and hearing his revolting thoughts. And the trial seems to be going on forever, which doesn’t help, and, according to the newspapers, it could last another month if not longer.
“Whatever,” I repeat, not looking back at him in case he sees me trying to retain my cool.
“When we were kids, I always knew there was something wrong with your dad. I could tell by the way he looked at me. As for your mom. You’re telling me she didn’t know. Like fuck she didn’t.” Foster says, only this time he’s crept up behind me and he speaks into my ear.
And I lose it.
I swing around and throw a punch that connects with his chest and knocks him clean off his feet. As he lies groaning on the ground, I’m just about to draw back my leg to kick him in the groin when I feel someone pulling hard on my arm.
“Jed, stop. Don’t!” Summer yells.
I freeze.
What the fuck am I doing?
As if in slow motion, my leg lowers and I glare at Foster, who’s a sniveling wreck, writhing on the ground, and then turn, take hold of Summer’s hand, and stride off.
“The jerk. The fucking jerk,” I mutter under my breath while increasing my pace so much Summer has to run to stay with me.
“Jed, wait, I can’t keep up,” Summer says. “Thanks,” she says catching her breath as I come to a halt.
“How does he manage to do it to me? It’s like I have everything under control, and Foster smashes it. How? Tell me.” My head pounds; it feels like I’m gonna explode.
“I don’t know,” Summer says gently. “Maybe it’s worse because you used to be friends.”
“A long time ago. And, even then, he was a little shit.” I draw in some deep breaths and turn to face Summer, pulling her close into my arms. I breathe in the scent of oranges from her hair. The tension gradually flows out of my body. “Mmm, you smell so good.”
“Who knew shampoo could calm you down so easily?” Summer says, easing out of my arms. “Maybe I should bottle it.” She giggles, which rapidly turns into laugher. “Bottle it,” she says. “Do you get it?”
A huge smile breaks out on my face. “Yeah, I get it. You’re crazy.”
Suddenly, my aggression toward Foster is relegated to the back of my mind, and all I can think about now is finding somewhere quiet so we can make out.
“Well, it worked on you, didn’t it?”
“Yep,” I say, grabbing hold of her hand. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”



Chapter Thirty-eight
“See you in five,” I call to Summer as she runs across the yard toward her house to change into her gear for our evening run. My favorite part of the day, apart from making out in the park. Running is just so exhilarating, and going with Summer makes it even better.
Mom’s car isn’t parked in the driveway. Which can only mean she was late collecting Amy, unless she’s gone shopping afterward. Though that’s highly unlikely. It’s so annoying, and the teachers aren’t gonna be happy, that’s for sure.
As I head toward the stairs, I notice a note in Mom’s handwriting leaning against the empty vase on the hall table.
Jed, police want to speak to you at the station.
My heart sinks. What about this time? I hope they’re not going to ask me to visit Dad again. I can’t. Not after what happened the last time. Except… If it helps other people, then what choice do I have?
I pull out my phone from my pocket and text Summer.
cant go running can u come over.
I walk back into the garage and straighten up my toolbox while waiting. After only a couple of minutes, I hear her footsteps outside.
“Jed, where are you?”
“Here,” I call, striding to the garage door and meeting her as she walks in. I take hold of her hand and lead her into the garage where we lean against the bench next to each other. “The police want to see me.”
“What about?” She frowns.
“No idea. Mom left me a very brief message. I’m guessing it’s about Dad. I really don’t want to go. In case they try to persuade me to see him again. But I’ll have to, won’t I?”
It’s selfish and mean of me not to agree to see him, especially if it can help another family. But after I totally screwed it up the last time, how likely is it that I’ll end up doing the exact same thing again?
“Well, you can’t just ignore them. Do they want to see you now, or should you phone and make an appointment?”
Good question. If Mom had left a decent message, then maybe I’d know.
“Not sure. Mom’s note didn’t say. I’ll go to the station now and find out. I don’t even know the name of the officer I’ve got to see.”
I let out a frustrated sigh. How hard would it have been for Mom to get more details, instead of leaving me in the dark like this?
“Good idea. Do you want me to come with you, for company?” She takes hold of a curl that’s escaped her ponytail and twists it around her finger in the cutest way possible.
“Yeah, thanks. Let’s go now and get it over with.”
…
What should only take ten minutes ends up taking forty-five because of the traffic. Eventually, we pull into the parking lot and then we head up the steps and through the double doors into the station.
I walk up to the desk and explain who I am, and the officer asks me to sit and wait.
“Why does this place make me feel guilty?” I ask Summer. “Even though I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“I know what you mean. It’s the way everyone walking past looks at us like we’re criminals. It creeps me out.” She shudders.
“No one could ever think of you as a criminal. You’re the only person I know who worries about taking sugar packets from the café,” I tease, leaning in and nudging her. She grins.
“Jed Franklin?” I glance up at the sound of my name and see a woman standing in front of me.
“Yes.” I stand and tower over her.
“I’m Detective Drake. Please, would you come with me.”
I wonder what happened to the detectives I saw last time.
“I’ll stay here,” Summer says.
“Why don’t you come with?” I say, holding out my hand. “If you want to,” I add.
“That’s not allowed. You’ll have to wait here,” the detective says tersely, glaring at Summer, before walking away.
I glance at Summer and notice how anxious she looks. “Don’t worry, it’s probably just some stupid rule which means you can’t be with me,” I say quietly. “I won’t be long.”
I slow jog to catch up with the detective and then follow her into a small room with nothing in there other than a table and three chairs. She gestures for me to sit.
“My colleague will be here shortly. Would you like a drink?”
Yeah, a beer would be good. Actually, that’s not true. I haven’t had any alcohol since Summer and I got together. Haven’t felt like it.
“No, thanks.” She leaves the room, closing the door behind her.
If I’m meant to be helping them find out about Dad, then surely she’d have been friendlier. But what else could it be? The only other time I’ve seen the police was when Dawson went missing, and that’s all been worked out. An uneasy feeling begins coursing through me, but I shake my head and mentally berate myself. I’m being stupid. It’s probably just the detective’s manner. Nothing to do with me at all.
After a few minutes, Drake strides back into the room followed by an older man. She glares at me and then goes over to a camera in the corner, picks up a remote, walks back to the table, and sits opposite me next to the other guy.
She points the remote at the camera and presses one of the buttons. “This interview will be recorded, and we will give you a DVD of it once we’ve finished, and you can give it to your lawyer, if you want to,” she says.
Recorded? Lawyer? What the fuck?
My hands begin to feel clammy. I wipe them on my jeans.
“Wednesday 4th June at seventeen-hundred hours. Those present detectives Drake and Foreman and Jared Franklin.”
What the hell’s going on, and what’s with the Jared all of a sudden?
“Jed,” she continues. “Thanks for coming in. We want to ask you about Tom Bilson.”
“Who?” I ask.
“Tom Bilson’s a sixth grader at your school.”
Bilson? I wrack my brain, trying to remember who he is but can’t. Hardly surprising, when you think of how many students there are.
“Sorry, no. I don’t know him. Why?”
“He knows you,” Foreman says, leaning in and fixing me with narrow dark eyes.
“Yeah, well, everyone knows me, but that doesn’t mean I know them.” I roll my eyes toward the ceiling.
“He says you do know him, and he’s made an accusation against you.”
I sit forward in my chair. Why would someone I don’t know make a complaint about me? It makes no sense.
“What’s he accusing me of?”
What can I possibly have done to a sixth grader who I’ve never even met before?
“He said that, this morning during morning recess, you touched him. Touched him inappropriately.”



Chapter Thirty-nine
Touched him inappropriately.
What the hell does that mean? Rhetorical question. The thought of it makes me want to vomit and fills me with disgust.
“It’s a lie. A lie. I don’t even know him. And I wouldn’t do that,” I say, the words catching in the back of my throat as I desperately try to protest my innocence.
I stare at the floor, wishing it would open up and swallow me whole. And as I do so, everything I’d researched regarding pedophiles, all the words, images, and stories, flash before my eyes, along with Foster’s taunting words.
In. The. Blood.
But I’d never knowingly do something like that. At least not now. Not ever, if I have anything to do with it.
“He said you did, and that’s what we have to investigate,” Drake says, drawing me back to the present.
“Are you arresting me?”
The press would have a field day if they did. I can just imagine the headlines: The Arizona Monster’s Son is a Chip off the Old Block. And what the fuck will Summer think? Or Mom? And what if someone mentions it to Amy?
It doesn’t bear thinking about.
“Not at this stage. We only have Tom’s version of events. We want yours.”
“I have no version. I don’t even know that kid, as I’ve already told you,” I say.
There are over two thousand students at our school, and suddenly I’m expected to know all of them. It’s ridiculous. I just about know the juniors and seniors. Other than that, forget it.
“Think,” Drake says sharply, fixing me with her cold pale-blue eyes. “Morning recess today. What were you doing?”
“What I always do. I met Summer, and we went to the cafeteria for a…”
Fuck. No, we didn’t. Summer had to see the hockey coach. I went for a walk, on my own. I just can’t catch a break.
“For a what?” Drake asks.
She’s just gonna love this. The opening she’s been looking for. I wonder how long it will be before she drops my dad’s name into the conversation.
“Nothing. I forgot that Summer wasn’t with me. I spent recess alone, walking on the sports fields.”
I maintain eye contact so she doesn’t think I’ve something to hide, even though it does sound lame.
“What about your other friends?”
Before I’m able to check myself, a hollow laugh escapes from my mouth. “Well, I don’t have many; not after what my dad did.”
It’s like watching the cogs in her brain slowly move as she makes the connection, and a look of horror crosses her face. Yeah, lady. Ben Franklin’s my dad. I can’t believe she didn’t already know that. Or is she just pretending?
“So you were on your own?”
So what if I was? It’s not a crime. Lots of people like some alone time. It’s just for me it’s enforced.
“Yes.” I nod.
“And you definitely didn’t see Tom?”
“No. I don’t know. I might have. I can’t know if he was there if I’ve no idea what he looks like!”
How many times do I have to tell them before it sinks in?
The detectives exchange glances, then Drake gets up.
“I’ll be back soon.” She stops the recording using the remote.
What’s that all about? I’ve said nothing to incriminate myself. Because there is nothing to incriminate me.
Foreman leans back in his chair, his arms folded tightly across his chest. He stares at me. If I could get inside his head and see what he’s thinking, it will be something along the lines of like father, like son. But he’s wrong. It wasn’t me.
“Do I need a lawyer?” I ask.
Not that I have one. The only one I’ve ever come across is Dad’s, and I don’t want him. I can just imagine how that would affect everything. Plus anyone who represents my dad must be a real heartless jerk.
“Do you think you need one?” Foreman replies, his snarky tone a clear indication that he thinks I’m guilty.
“I didn’t do anything.” No self-doubts anymore. I know it.
“Then you have nothing to worry about, do you?” He arches an eyebrow then stands up and heads for the door. “Stay here,” he says before closing the door behind him.
Left alone, I let out a long sigh. My head’s spinning. It’s like as soon as everything seems to be going okay, something comes along to destroy it. Summer’s gonna be so shocked when she finds out about Tom Bilson accusing me. I wonder if she’ll believe me. If she doesn’t, then I don’t know what I’ll do. Without her faith in me, I’m nothing.
This is a fucking nightmare.
I glance up as the door opens, and Detective Drake walks in, alone.
“You can go,” she says, not bothering to sit down.
“What?” I say, jumping up out of the chair and move toward the door before she can change her mind.
“You can go,” she says, holding out her arm to stop me from going any farther. “But don’t leave town without telling us. We may need to talk to you again.”
“So you still think I had something to do with it.” My fists clench by my side.
“We don’t know. We’ll have to continue with our investigation.” A look of frustration crosses her face. “Right now, it’s your word against his. We’ll be looking for witnesses. Can you remember if anyone saw you during recess?”
Mentally retracing my steps, I don’t remember seeing anyone. But that doesn’t mean they weren’t there. I’m an expert on blocking everything out. It used to make coping much easier. Now I have Summer for that.
“No.”



Chapter Forty
Summer smiles when she sees me approaching the chairs where she’s been waiting. I try to return the smile but end up grimacing.
“Hey,” she says, a frown appearing on her face. “What happened? I was really worried because you’ve been so long.”
I shake my head and keep walking. She quickly catches up, and then we walk in silence until getting outside the station.
“Tom Bilson. I don’t know him. Do you?” The words come out with far more force than I intend.
“Yes, he goes to our school. He’s Dee’s brother. Why?” She bites on her bottom lip, a sure sign she’s not comfortable.
Well, she should try being me for a while. Being comfortable is something I can only dream about.
“He says I touched him.”
Just saying it out loud sends waves of disgust shooting through me.
“I don’t understand.”
“What’s not to understand? The kid said I touched him. In the words of the police, inappropriately. You know what that means, don’t you?” I wrap my arms around my head and begin to pace in a circle. Why is this happening to me now, just when things were starting to look up? I want to punch someone, or something. Anything to release the tension.
“B-but you didn’t,” she says. “Did you?” She adds, so quietly I have to strain to hear.
She slams her hand over her mouth. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that I thought you did. God, no. I’m sorry. It just didn’t come out right, that’s all. I’m so sorry.”
I stop dead in my tracks, lift my head, and stare at her. Guilt is written all over her face. She thinks I did it. Or thinks I could do it. Semantics. It amounts to the same thing. If she doesn’t believe in me, then what’s the point of anything? I need her to be on my side, not to have doubts if I’m to get through this.
“Whatever.”
“Jed, I’m so sorry. I know you wouldn’t touch Tom.”
“You don’t know.” I snap. “No one knows what I’m capable of, although we could hazard a good guess, knowing my background.”
“I thought we’d discussed all this,” she says gently, resting her hand on my arm. “You’re not like your dad or grandfather. You have a choice.”
“Yeah, you say that now,” I say shaking off her arm. “But only a second ago, in your mind, you had me abusing Tom Bilson. I get it. Why wouldn’t you think that? It’s what everyone else thinks, too.”
Summer lowers her head, but not before I see tears glistening in her eyes. I hate to see her upset, but how does she think I feel knowing that she could think that of me?
I stride off in the direction of the car. Once I’ve given Summer a ride home, there’s only one place I’m heading, and that’s to the liquor store with my fake ID.
…
“God, you look awful,” Summer says as she walks into the kitchen. “Are you okay for school?”
I kept my promise to myself and got wasted last night. Only I did it in the comfort of my bedroom and not the park or any other public place. That way, no one can accuse me of doing anything. I’ve been up since five, vomiting. Now there’s nothing left inside of me.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s go.”
I take a step in her direction, and as I get close, she wrinkles her nose.
“No guessing what you’ve been doing. Have something to eat before we go, even if it’s just a breath mint. You still reek of alcohol.”
She shakes her head and lets out an exasperated sigh. It’s like her bossy kindergarten side is coming out again, which I haven’t seen in years. Usually, she gets her own way more subtly.
“Who do you think you are, my mom?” I draw my lips back attempting to grin, and wish I hadn’t as it pulls painfully on all my facial muscles.
I don’t want her to think I’m still mad with her. I’m over it. The situation is what it is. And I’m still under suspicion for something I didn’t do.
“Not your mom, your girlfriend. And forget driving today. We can go in my car.”
Too tired to argue, I grab some OJ from the fridge and a slice of dry bread and follow Summer outside. I don’t even say goodbye to Amy, because she’d be upset by the state of me.
“I’m sorry about yesterday,” Summer says once we’re on the road. Her cheeks are flushed, and she keeps staring ahead.
“Forget it,” I say, giving a shrug.
“Please don’t start drinking again. Whatever Tom said, it was a mistake. Things are good. You’ve changed so much this last couple of weeks, and I don’t want this to send you back to how you were before.”
I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Summer has such a black-and-white view of everything. She thinks that, because she persuaded me everything’s gonna be okay, then it will be.
“It won’t. Promise.” I drape my arm across her back and squeeze her shoulder.
She sighs audibly then turns to face me, a smile so huge on her face that it reaches up to her eyes which are bright and shining. We don’t really talk much until we get to school; then, after parking, we go in together.
Walking down the corridor toward the lockers, you could cut the air with a knife.
“Kiddie fiddler,” I overhear a guy say as I walk past him.
I glance at Summer to see if she heard it, too.
Her eyes are wide, and her expression one of shock.
She did.
“Ignore them,” I say to Summer, taking hold of her hand to make sure she keeps moving and doesn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing that their comments are getting to us. “I’ve heard a lot worse since my dad got arrested.”
Except this is about me, and I can’t mentally distance myself from it. Unless I keep reminding myself that it’s bullshit and that I didn’t touch the boy.
“But it’s not fair. You didn’t do anything,” she says coming to an abrupt halt and clenching her fists, her face set hard.
I shove my hands into my pockets and sigh. She won’t like witnessing the abuse I’m gonna get, but at least it might finally get the message home. That this is how it’s gonna be for me.
“Yeah, well, life isn’t fair.”
And that’s the understatement of the year. I must have done something really bad in a past life to end up like this. Everything feels worse than it did when Dad was first charged, because now there’s even more at stake. My happiness with Summer.
A hollow laugh escapes my lips, and Summer flinches.
“You have to stand up to them and say it’s not true.” She places her hands on her hips and nods for emphasis.
As if that will make a difference.
“Like when my dad pleaded not guilty, you mean. Who the fuck is going to believe me?”
She runs her fingers through her hair and sighs. It’s like she thinks I’m being deliberately obtuse. But all I’m doing is telling it like it is.
“I believe you. And so do the police, or they’d have charged you.”
For such an intelligent girl, she can be very naïve. “It’s not quite that simple. It’s my word against his. They have to investigate to see if there are any witnesses to me being with Tom. Which must be why the whole school seems to know what happened, because they’ve already spoken to people. Either that or Tom has spread it.”
“Tom doesn’t seem the sort of boy to spread it,” Summer says. “Not that I’m on his side,” she adds quickly.
Summer tries to see the best in everyone and won’t believe they could do anything mean-spirited. Though trying to get someone sent to juvie is a little more than being mean-spirited.
“How do you know what sort of boy he is? If he’s prepared to lie to the police and tell them that I touched him, then he’s clearly not the boy you thought he was.”
Summer’s so easy to read, and I watch the expression on her face change as she thinks about what I’ve said.
“Yeah. You could be right. I don’t get it, because it’s so unlike him, but I can’t think of any other explanation. Unless it was someone who looked like you, and he got mixed up. But that’s hardly going to happen, as everyone knows you.”
She looks so confused that I feel guilty at making her think about it. Which is crazy, but that’s how she affects me.
“Anyway, there’s no point in subjecting ourselves to this,” I say, trying desperately to lighten the mood and take my mind off things. “I’ve got a better idea. Let’s bust out of school and go somewhere for the day. I don’t have to take any more of this shit.”
Redwood Park is calling our names, and we’ll be well away from these bastards. We could even pretend for a while that nothing’s happened and that everything is how it was two days ago.
“But if we go, then what will they all think? You have to face them or it’s like admitting your guilt.”
Yeah, but really, what does it matter if people think I’m guilty or not? My life’s fucked at this school whatever happens.
“Who cares? They’ve already made up their mind, whether I’m here to defend myself or not. As far as everyone here is concerned, I’m a pedophile like my dad, and they have the evidence to back it up, thanks to some pathetic little kid who thinks it’s funny to accuse me.”
I’d love to get hold of the little shit and shake the truth out of him. To find out why he thinks it’s so funny to wreck someone’s life.
“But I still don’t get how Tom could report you to the police for no reason. He just isn’t like that. He’s a sweet kid.” She clasps her two hands together like she’s begging me to think the best of this stupid boy. Which is fucking crazy.
“So what are you saying, that he’s telling the truth and I’m lying? Because that’s the only other option.”
“I’m not saying that. It’s just I can’t believe you’re prepared to sit back and let all this stuff happen to you without trying to do something about it. You should stay here and not go into hiding, because then they’d have won.”
“Summer, it’s not a contest. How can I get that into your head?”
“That’s not the point. I love you, Jed, but you’re letting this whole situation engulf you. There’s nothing good in that. You should fight. Let people know that you are you and not your dad.”
My jaw drops. Right in the middle of all this shit, Summer tells me she loves me. She’s never told me before. And I don’t even know if she realizes what she’s just said. Should I tell her back? I’ve wanted to for long enough. But not here, not right now with all this going on. I want it to be special.
“But…”
“No buts. If you can’t stand up for yourself, then I can’t see a future for us. I’m sorry if that makes me seem uncaring. I want you to take control of your life. Because this sort of thing could easily happen again, and you can’t let it rule your life. You have to be strong.”
Yeah, clearly it wasn’t an I love you because she wants me to respond. More like an I love you
but… And now we know what the but is. She doesn’t think I’m strong enough. Which is crazy. For fuck’s sake, I’ve been strong since the day Dad got found out. If I hadn’t, what does she think would’ve happened to Amy? She’d have ended up with child services, that’s what. Because Mom’s hardly been able to look after her. Ditto on the house. If I hadn’t been strong, paying the bills, taking out the trash, and generally sorting stuff out, we’d now be sitting in the dark, surrounded by mess, starving.
No other teenager I know is dealing with the shit I’ve been dealing with. And my dad is only part of it.
I guess it would be better for me to say this to Summer, rather than just thinking it, but she should know it already.
“I thought you understood.” I shake my head, despair flooding through me.
It’s funny how your feelings can turn on a dime. Having Summer rat out on me is even worse than being falsely accused of touching that kid.
“I do. I know what you’ve been through and how much you’ve taken on board. But, a lot of the time, you’ve coped by withdrawing. That’s no good. It’s not facing up to whatever life throws at you, which is why you should listen to me.”
“What about you listening to me? Doesn’t that come into it?”
“You know it does. But that doesn’t mean you’re right.” She sighs and shakes her head. “Come on, let’s go to class.”
Just like that, eh? She’s gotta be kidding.
“Well, you stay if you want, but I’m going.” I turn and head back the way we came.
I listen, expecting to hear Summer’s footsteps behind me, except they don’t come.
Looks like it’s back to me, myself, and I.



Chapter Forty-one
I want a drink. A couple of beers won’t hurt. If anything, it might make a desperate situation more bearable. And, lucky me, there’s some left in my closet from last night. All I need to do is catch the bus home.
Summer’s made it perfectly clear she’s not gonna stand by me unless it’s on her terms. And I can’t see that happening. I get what she’s trying to do. Make me toughen up and face my problems rather than do my usual drown them in alcohol, or shut myself away. But what if I don’t want to? What if I’m not strong enough? Shit. There it is, the strong word. Just what Summer said and I refuted.
Does that mean she’s right?
I don’t know. And at the moment, I’ve no inclination to think about it. I have more important things on my mind.
Beer.
…
Traffic’s good, and I’m soon home. I try not to make any noise walking through the garage so as not to alert Mom that I’m back. Though I don’t suppose she’ll care whether I’m at school or not. I peer into the kitchen and see the coast is clear, so I head through and out into the hall.
“What are you doing home? Is everything okay?” Mom asks.
I stare at her, wondering if I’ve heard right. I can’t remember the last time Mom actually started a conversation with me that wasn’t about something she wanted me to do. Like collecting Amy or shopping.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just had enough of school,” I say, my voice breaking slightly.
Which I know is pathetic, but it’s impossible to put into words how potentially huge this could be.
“You got the message then. About the police wanting to speak to you. Do they want you to see him again?”
Shit. She doesn’t know. I can’t tell her; she won’t be able to cope. The fact she’s actually talking to me is more than enough right now, and no way am I jeopardizing that.
“They just wanted to go over some of what he said to me at that last visit. To see if there’s anything they can use.”
I keep my eyes lowered, in case she realizes I’m lying. Which she’s always been able to do in the past. We used to laugh about how it was a particular talent of hers. However ingenious the lie was, somehow, she’d always know.
Except Dad totally blew that theory.
“Oh,” she says and goes to turn away then stops. She stares at me as if she wants to say something, then seems to change her mind and carries on walking.
I then remember why I’m here. To drown out what happened today. Except, suddenly, I’m not so keen on doing that. I want to see Summer.
And there’s a voice in the back of my head telling me I should not only see Summer but should do as she suggests and deal with everything head-on.
Maybe I should go back to school now and face everyone. Let them see that I won’t be intimated by their abuse. It’s not like I’ve done anything wrong and I’m damn tired of feeling like I have.



Chapter Forty-two
Taking a deep, calming breath, I push open the double doors and stride into school. The corridor is empty, because afternoon classes have already started, which is just as I’d planned. We’ve got science in the lab for the rest of the day, so I should be able to sneak in without the teacher seeing. And even though I’ll be seen by others in my class, they’ll find it hard to bombard me with insults. Which gives me time to settle.
Heading toward my locker to get my books, I notice Foster in the distance, standing beside his, which is two down from mine.
Shit.
How does that guy always manage to be where he’s not wanted?
“You’re risking it,” he snarls as I get up close. “Coming back here after yesterday. I’m gonna make sure you get kicked out of school for good. So you might as well fuck off now.”
I’m not gonna react. It’s what he wants. He’s just an attention-seeking dick, and I won’t enable him. So, not even looking in his direction, I open my locker to get out my science books.
“Are you deaf, perv? Get out. Leave. You’re finished here. If not for fighting with me, for messing with Tom.”
My stomach plummets to the ground, and my body tenses, but I don’t give in to it. No way will he see anything other than a calm and controlled exterior from me, or he’d have won. And that’s not gonna happen.
“You still don’t get it, do you?” Foster says, a vicious edge to his voice. “You think you’re smart, but you’re not. And now you’re heading for juvie, thanks to Tom.” He pauses. “With a little help from me.”
I turn to see a smug expression crossing his face, and it takes all my resolve not to smack it off.
And what the fuck does he mean help from me? What’s he got to do with it?
Unless.
Nah.
Even Foster wouldn’t stoop that low.
Or would he?
“Explain,” I say, moving away from my locker and positioning myself so there’s less than two feet between us. “Now.”
Foster takes a step backward, fear in his eyes. “Nothing,” he says, the bravado from a moment ago long gone.
“If it’s nothing, then why say it?” Foster glances from side to side and suddenly ducks and tries to make a run for it. Except he’s not quick enough, and I lean across and block his way by putting my arm out with my hand on the locker behind him. “I. Said. Now.” My voice is calm and controlled and, judging by his expression, it’s more effective than when I lose it. Summer would be proud of me.
“Franklin. Foster. Why aren’t you in class?” The principal yells from down the corridor.
Shit. More trouble. Just what I don’t need.
I release Foster. “Just on the way, sir,” I say.
Foster saunters off, and when he’s far enough away so I’m unable to grab him again, he turns. “Enjoy your last class ever, you fucking perv.” He laughs and runs down the corridor in the direction of the lab. I follow, forcing myself to calm down. I need to be thinking rationally if I’m to sort this out.
Reaching the lab, I open the door and scan the room. I see Summer alone at a bench in the corner. We’re supposed to be working on an assignment together, so I head straight for her, keeping my eyes forward and not making eye contact with anyone else. I can’t help but hear the comments as I pass people, but I try not to let them affect me.
“You’re back,” Summer says.
She smiles, and her whole face lights up. I guess I’m forgiven for walking out on her.
“Yeah. You were right. I have to face it.”
It feels good saying it.
“I’m glad,” she replies, taking hold of my hand.
“I’ve just seen Foster. I think he’s got something to do with the Tom situation. He’s as good as admitted it. I’m gonna see him after science and get it out of him.” My whole body tenses just thinking about it.
I pull out the stool next to her and sit down, willing myself to relax.
“Is that a good idea, after what happened yesterday?” Summer asks.
“Well, it’s either him or I speak to the kid himself.”
Why didn’t I think of that before? The police said to keep away from him, but that was before this happened.
“You’re not allowed.”
“The circumstances are different now. And I’ve got to see him before Foster tries to stop me, or warns the kid.”
I wouldn’t put it past Foster to take Tom away or make it impossible for me to speak to him. Anything to protect himself.
“I’ll do it instead of you. After class.”
I have no choice but to agree.
The rest of the lesson drags, and finally we get out of there and race to where the sixth grade lockers are. Luck’s on our side because we see Tom standing on his own.
“Tom,” I call.
He turns, and the color drains from his face when he sees me.
“It’s okay,” Summer says, walking toward him. “I want to talk to you. Jed will stay where he is, won’t you?” She looks at me and nods.
“Yeah. Speak to Summer,” I call.
My fists clench and unclench by my sides. All I want to do is give the kid a good shake and find out what the fuck was going on in his head to make him incriminate me. But, of course, I can’t. Instead, I have to watch them talk, and it’s driving me crazy. The tension builds in my body. I’m desperate to know what they’re saying, but their voices are so quiet I can’t. At one time, Tom wipes his eyes with his sleeve. So Summer must be making some impact.
Finally, after what seems like ages but is probably only five minutes, Summer beckons me to come over.
“Tom’s told me what happened,” she says when I get to them.
“That you made everything up?”
Tom lowers his head and looks at the floor. “Yes,” he says so quietly I can hardly hear him.
“Why?” I growl.
Summer rests her hand on my arm. “He’s sorry, Jed. It wasn’t his fault. Foster blackmailed him into doing it. He’s really sorry. He didn’t expect the police to get involved, and then he was too scared to tell the truth.”
“And that’s supposed to make it all okay, is it?”
Tom raises his eyes and looks at me. He’s shaking, poor kid. My heart softens. He’s gonna hate himself enough after doing this. There’s no point in me adding to it.
“Okay,” I say gently. “We all need to see the principal.”



Chapter Forty-three
“Do you think Foster will be expelled?” Summer asks as we’re driving home.
It turns out, he saw Tom accidentally break a finger off the stone statue that was donated to the school years ago by some rich dude and threatened to report him. Foster told Tom he’d be suspended and never get into a good college with such a bad record and that he’d be letting everyone down. He said that, if Tom went to the principal and said I’d touched him, then he would forget about what he saw.
At the time, Tom believed he had no choice. I can certainly relate to that feeling. Foster’s such an asswipe and can be really intimidating. No wonder Tom agreed to do it.
Anyway, it’s over. Tom’s admitted what happened, and Foster’s in deep shit.
Karma.
“He deserves to be. If it had worked out the way he’d planned, I’d be heading for juvie.”
“Poor Tom. I hope he won’t get into too much trouble.”
“Well, I won’t be pressing charges, because the kid’s not really to blame, so it’s just up to the school and his parents. The way the principal was talking, I don’t think they’ll be too hard on him. I just hope he learns his lesson about lying. Especially about something like this.”
“What about Foster?” Summer asks. “You could press charges against him.”
“I guess. But then I might have to do the same for Tom. I’ll leave it to the school to decide. I’m sure they’ve got a stack of stuff against him. This could be the nail in his coffin. Besides, one law suit is all I can handle right now,” I added, thinking of my dad. I glance to the side, and my heartbeat quickens as our eyes make contact. “You up for a run?” I ask, pulling into our drive.
“Give me an hour; Mom wants help moving some furniture before the decorator arrives in the morning.”
“Sure. Come over when you’re ready.”
I watch Summer cross our yard and go into her house, then I walk through the garage and toward the kitchen. Reaching the door, I come to a halt as the most incredible smell hits me. I’d swear it was baking. But Mom hasn’t baked since before Dad’s arrest.
I push open the door and hurry into the kitchen.
My jaw drops, and my eyes widen.
By the bench is Mom…with Amy standing on a chair next to her.
“Hello,” is all I can manage to say.
“Jed, Jed,” Amy says excitedly. “We’ve made chocolate muffins.”
I shake my head to try and clear it. “I can see that,” I reply, laughing. “The evidence is smeared all over your face.”
Mom looks at me, her cheeks flushed. “Amy, why don’t you go to the bathroom and wash your face while I clear away. When you come back, I’ll let you have one. They should have cooled down enough by then.”
We both stand in silence while Amy scampers out of the kitchen.
“What’s going on?” I ask.
“The school phoned me. Why didn’t you tell me what had happened?”
“I didn’t want to upset you. You’ve had enough to deal with.”
“But I’m your…” She pauses and looks sheepish. “Mom,” she says quietly.
Part of me wants to hug her and tell her it’s all okay, but she’s been detached from us for so long that it’s hard. My head understands why she zoned out on us. But my heart? I’m just not sure.
“Don’t worry; it’s all over now.” I know that sounds trite, but it’s all I have at the moment.
“I’m sorry,” Mom says. “I’ve been such a bad mom to you and Amy. I should’ve done something about it after Dawson disappeared and you not coming home all night. Then finding out earlier that you’d been accused of doing that awful stuff, plus there was the worry about the house and what we were all going to do. Well, it made me finally realize how much I’ve been letting you both down. I was only thinking of what this whole arrest and investigation and trial was doing to me. I guess I convinced myself that you were both young enough that it wouldn’t affect you. But I was his wife.” Her voice broke on the word. “How could I not have known, or even suspected, what kind of man your father was?”
I watch her, understanding a bit of what she must have felt like when dad was arrested. “None of us knew, Mom. No one did”
She runs her hands over her eyes. “When I heard you’d been accused of… Well, I realized that I couldn’t just think of myself anymore. That I wasn’t the only victim here.” Facing me, she adds, “I’m so sorry, Jed.”
Unsure of what to say, I shrug. “What about the house?” I ask, frowning.
“I’m thinking of selling it.”
Selling the house? Why would she want to do that? She’s got rid of all Dad’s stuff—you wouldn’t even know he existed if you didn’t know about him. And I know the neighbors have been difficult, but what makes her think it’s gonna be any different somewhere else? Because it’s not like they won’t find out about us. Not unless we have brand new identities, and that’s not gonna happen.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Not at the moment.”
“We need the money,” she says, shaking her head.
Which makes no sense at all. We’ve never had money problems.
“No, we don’t.”
“There’s every chance your father will be sued by the victims’ families. Everything we have is in joint names, so I think that means they could take everything. It’s not that I don’t want them to have some money, but we also have to live. If we sell the house, he can have his share plus all the money left to him by his family. I can buy something smaller and get a job.”
I let out a long sigh. I hadn’t even thought about that. She’s right, though. I wonder how long she’s been thinking about it. It was just one more thing for her to be distracted by. No wonder she was so distant from us for so long. Not that I’m excusing her. But it does make it a little more understandable.
“If that’s the best solution. And we’ll manage, Mom. I’ll get a job to help out.”
A hurt expression crosses her face, and it pulls at my insides. “I don’t deserve you. You faced it like an adult, but I couldn’t. I just tried to blot everything out. When I think of what he did to those poor…,” she stifles a sob, “to those poor young boys.”
“I know. There are no words.”
“People are convinced I must have had some idea. But I didn’t. He totally conned me. I’ve spent the last nine months going over and over our life together, looking for even the tiniest of clues. And maybe there were some, like the way he sometimes shut himself away in his office and got real mad if he was disturbed. Or that the charities he helped at usually involved children.”
She shakes her head and looks so sad, it tears at my insides. What I’d give to turn back the clock and make everything right.
“He fooled all of us. And I’ve spent a long time worrying that I’m gonna end up like him.”
“What?” She stares at me, open mouthed. “How could you imagine that?”
“Because we’re so alike in so many ways. Like Dad and Granddad. And Granddad abused Dad when he was a boy.” The color drains from Mom’s face. “But you know that, because he told me when we went to visit him”
“I don’t remember him saying that. I wasn’t listening.” She shakes her head. “I’m so sorry. Oh my God,” she says lifting her hand to her mouth. “Your dad didn’t touch you, did he? If he did, I’ll kill him, I…”
“No, Mom. No. He never touched me. He told me he wanted to, but he managed to fight it. But there could be something in our psychological make-up which is similar. Two generations have been abusers, so it’s not out of the question that I’ll end up one, too. Not that I’ve had any feelings like that,” I quickly add.
“You can’t think that,” she says, horror etched across her face. “You’re nothing like your father, or his father. Nothing at all.”
“You used to say all the time we were like peas in a pod. What’s changed?”
“When I said that, I was thinking more of how you all look and also that you were all so tidy it drove me to distraction. You’re nothing like either of them in other ways. In the ways that count. For a start, you’re not selfish like both of them. Yes, I know your dad would make grand gestures and do charity work. But it’s the mundane, every day things where you’re so different, like offering to make me a drink, or helping put away the shopping. Little things, but they matter. So, I repeat, you’re nothing like him.”
“I hope you’re right. I’m trying not to let it get to me, but it’s not easy. Summer thinks it’s all down to choice. That I have control over what happens, and I do believe her. But, sometimes, I still worry about it.” My voice sort of fades away.
“Summer’s right—you do have a choice. Those worries might never go, but you have to try and accept it and get on with your life.”
“You make it sound so easy.”
“I’m sorry. Who am I to talk after the way it’s affected me? You know, it’s like there’s a huge part of him and his life I didn’t know anything about. And what I did know was a complete and utter lie. To the outside world, he was the perfect husband. The perfect father. The perfect liar. Our life was a total fabrication.”
I want to reach out and erase all her memories of my dad. So she can get on with her life and not be forever thinking about him. But I know that’s not possible. Summer’s taught me that you can’t ignore things. You have to deal with them. And that applies to Mom as well as me.
“Yeah, people did think he was perfect, didn’t they? Other kids used to say what a cool guy he was. Shit, Mom, how could he have done it to us?”
When I think about how much he conned us, it makes me feel like a total fool. He duped everyone. Or did he? Maybe he was two different people. Husband and father, and despicable pedophile, and he never allowed the two personalities to overlap.
“We’ll never know,” she says, sighing.
Not unless we visit him again. Maybe I should ask the police if they want me to go back and get the evidence they need. Perhaps I’ll ask Mom. Not now, though. Later.
She leans forward and covers my hand with hers. “I love you so much, Jed. You’re my special boy. You always have been and always will be. I promise to never let you down again.” Her eyes glisten with tears.
“Summer thinks I should go for therapy,” I blurt out.
I don’t know what made me mention it to her. It’s not like she’s gonna think it’s a good idea. Actually, that’s probably why I told her.
“Maybe we should go as a family. It might help,” Mom replies, nodding.
“Are you serious? I thought you hated therapists.”
I never thought I’d see the day when Mom advocated going to a therapist. She must be the most anti-therapy person in the whole world. She always felt that problems should be sorted out at home. With the family. Which is exactly what didn’t happen to us. So, thinking about it, maybe it isn’t such a surprise.
“That was before all this happened.” She colors slightly. I guess she’s embarrassed.
“What about Amy?”
I don’t know why I asked about Amy, because I don’t think it’s a good idea to take her to therapy. We’ve managed to shelter her so far, and if she went, then she’d have to know everything that’s happened. We should wait until she’s older.
“No. She’s too young. It will be just the two of us. I’ll look into it and find someone we can go to.”
Well, if Mom wants to go, then I will go, too. I guess it can’t do any harm. Although it’s not going to change what people think about me. Then again, what’s the point in worrying about what other people think? I have more important things to do with my life.
Most importantly, I need to plan for the future. Because, for the first time in ages, I couldn’t be more sure that I do want a future. I’m gonna take it one step at a time. I’ll prove to everyone that my father doesn’t define who I am. I’m not his doppelganger. I’m my own person. And, yes, we are similar in lots of ways, but not in the ways that count. And I’ll show Summer that I am in control of my life and that I’m worth sticking with.



Chapter Forty-four
Pulling open the closet, I notice the can of beer at the bottom. I lean over and pick it up, turning it in my hand. How easy would it be to pull back the ring and open it? It’s tempting. Anything to help me face today. To stop me from freaking out. One won’t hurt.
I step back and drop down onto my bed, all the time my eyes fixed on the can. I position my finger over the ring-pull and am just about to pull on it when I remember the promise I made to myself about drinking. Social drinking, fine. Drinking to try and numb my feelings, not fine. So, instead, I take some deep breaths. Today’s gonna be hard, but that’s okay. I’m ready for it. Ready to face Dad again. And I don’t need a drink to deal with it. I don’t need a drink to deal with anything anymore.
The police will be here in a few minutes to take us. Mom’s coming with. Not to speak to Dad. She’ll never do that, and I don’t blame her. She’s just coming for support, and Amy’s staying with Summer.
“Jed,” I hear Mom calling. “Detective Spalding’s here.”
“Down in a minute.”
I take one last look in the mirror, no longer seeing Dad in my reflection but me as a person in my own right, then I leave my room and head downstairs.
I sit in the back of the police car with Mom, and as we drive down the street, she takes hold of my hand.
“Are you sure about this?” she asks softly. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”
When I think back to the last time, when I nearly changed my mind a dozen times, this feels so different. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not looking forward to it. Fuck no. But it’s not screwing with my head so much. It could just be that, because I’ve been to the prison before, that’s not gonna be such a shock. Or maybe it’s that I’m in a very different head space now. Living in the present and not letting myself get sucked into second-guessing what the future has in store. Whatever, I won’t be backing out. And I won’t be leaving until Dad’s told me everything.
“I’m sure. I can’t take back what he’s done, but I can help other families with missing children. Give them closure. I have to do this for them.”
“I’m so proud of you,” she says, squeezing my hand.
We sit in silence for the rest of the journey, and as we pull into the parking lot, I draw in some calming breaths. I tell myself that, whatever he says, however he looks, this time, I’m not going to lose it.
I follow Detective Spalding to the same room I saw Dad in the last time, leaving Mom in the waiting area. She wanted to come and wait outside the room, but I said no. She doesn’t need to hear everything. It would upset her too much.
“Same as before, Jed,” Spalding says. “We need as much information as you can get. And if it’s too much, just holler. I’ll be right here.” He smiles and nods encouragingly.
“Okay. Let’s get it over with,” I say trying to sound confident.
My heart is thumping crazily in my chest, and beads of sweat form on my forehead, which I quickly wipe away with the back of my hand. I don’t want Dad to see me looking anything other than calm and in control. I remember what Summer said the last time about how, when she goes to the dentist, she acts like it’s not her, just an objective observer. And that’s what I’m going to do.
Spalding holds open the door, and I walk through, not letting the sound of it closing and locking behind me make any sort of visible impact. Not looking at Dad, rather focusing on a spot on the wall above him, I stride over and pull out a chair and sit down, keeping my hands in my lap and not on the table in case he tries to touch me. Then, and only then, do I allow my eyes to focus on him. As a detached observer, I notice something arrogant about him. The look on his face. The way in which he’s sitting straight and leaning back slightly. It’s like he thinks he’s got something on me because I came back. But he’s wrong.
“Dad,” I say, this time initiating the conversation.
“Jed. Good to see you.” He smiles.
My expression remains neutral. And, all the time, my eyes stay fixed on him. You’d think he’d show some sort of remorse in his face. Something. But no. It’s like this is just a casual visit.
I have all the questions the police want answered swirling around my head. I don’t really know where to start. If I ask outright how many more children and where they are, he might dig his heels in. Maybe I should lead into those.
“Are you going to change your plea now that I’m here?”
I lean forward slightly, still keeping my hands away from the table and still trying not to show any emotion on my face.
“What makes you think that?” Dad asks a few seconds later after breaking eye contact and looking around the room.
Surely, he can’t have forgotten his agreement with the police. Dad never forgets anything. He’s trying to play with me. But I won’t let him.
“We know you did it. Your souvenirs are proof enough of that.” I roll my eyes toward the ceiling before I’m able to check myself. But so what? If that’s the only emotion I show, then I’m okay with it.
“Inadmissible evidence,” he says, his lips turning up in a slight smile.
Something the police did in the search, I should think. How do these lawyers sleep at night, trying to get someone like him off?
“I’ll testify. I’ll tell the court that you told me you were driven to it. Just like your father did to you. Why do you have to put these families through any more than they’ve been through? Admit you’ve done it. And tell the police where all the other bodies are.”
It’s like, suddenly, I’ve cracked through his façade, and he no longer looks in control. He lowers his head.
“Just one more,” he says softly, raising his eyes to look at me. “My first.” He looks wistful, almost. It’s just fucking sick. Screwed up and sick. “Henry Lu.”
My breath catches in my throat, and I stare at him. Yeah, so he’s my biological father. But that’s where the similarity ends. I don’t care what he’s done. What my grandfather did. Deep in my heart, I know that I’m not going to turn out like that.
“Souvenir?” I ask, it suddenly entering my head that there wasn’t one for this boy in the box the police found.
“What?” Dad says, frowning.
“You kept hair from the other boys. What do you have of Henry’s?”
I’m not sure I really want to know the answer to this, but if it helps the boy’s family, or helps the police investigation, then it’s worth knowing.
“Nothing. I don’t need one. He was the first, and it’s all in here.” He points to his head.
My stomach churns, and I try not to think of all the things he did to the kid.
“Where is he?” I ask in a monotone voice.
“Buried deep. Not like the others. In Drayton Park Lake, near Tucson.”
I stand, turn, and head for the door, knocking on it hard. “I’m done.”



Chapter Forty-five
Jared Nathanial Franklin
Age seventeen.
Mother Claire, sister Amy.
Tousled dark brown hair brushing his collar.
Maniac runner.
Freckles on nose.
Intense brown eyes.
Six feet one inch tall.
Neat freak.
Favorite rock band: U2.
Hates Hawaiian pizza.
Friends: Troy and Dawson.
Girlfriend: Summer.
Benjamin Franklin’s son; no longer a victim.
Alive
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OUT OF PLAY
by Nyrae Dawn and Jolene Perry
She’s all that’s keeping him from falling over the edge…
Rock star drummer Bishop Riley doesn’t have a drug problem. Celebrities—especially ones suffering from anxiety—just need a little help taking the edge off sometimes. After downing a few too many pills, Bishop wakes up in the hospital facing an intervention. If he wants to stay in the band, he’ll have to detox while under house arrest in Seldon, Alaska.
Hockey player Penny Jones can’t imagine a life outside of Seldon. Though she has tons of scholarship offers to all the best schools, the last thing she wants is to leave. Who’ll take care of her absentminded gramps? Not her mother, who can’t even be bothered to come home from work, let alone deal with their new tenants next door.
Penny’s not interested in dealing with Bishop’s crappy attitude, and Bishop’s too busy sneaking pills to care. Until he starts hanging out with Gramps and begins to see what he’s been missing. If Bishop wants a chance with the fiery girl next door, he’ll have to admit he has a problem and kick it. Too bad addiction is hard to kick… and Bishop’s about to run out of time.
“Romantic, sexy, funny, and tragic. OUT OF PLAY is a must read…and a must reread.”
- Cassie Mae, author of
FRIDAY NIGHT ALIBI
Amazon | B&R | Kobo | iTunes



DEAR CASSIE
by Lisa Burstein
What if the last place you should fall in love is the first place that you do?
You’d think getting sent to Turning Pines Wilderness Camp for a month-long rehabilitation “retreat” and being forced to re-live it in this journal would be the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.
You’d be wrong.
There’s the reason I was sent to Turning Pines in the first place: I got arrested. On prom night. With my two best friends, who I haven’t talked to since and probably never will again. And then there’s the real reason I was sent here. The thing I can’t talk about with the guy I can’t even think about.
What if the moment you’ve closed yourself off is the moment you start to break open?
But there’s this guy here. Ben. And the more I swear he won’t—he can’t—the deeper under my skin he’s getting. After the thing that happened, I promised I’d never fall for another boy’s lies.
And yet I can’t help but wonder…what if?
Amazon | B&R | Kobo | iTunes



ALL THE BROKEN PIECES
by Cindi Madsen
What if your life wasn’t your own?
Liv comes out of a coma with no memory of her past and two distinct, warring voices inside her head. Nothing, not even her reflection, seems familiar. As she stumbles through her junior year, the voices get louder, insisting she please the popular group while simultaneously despising them. But when Liv starts hanging around with Spencer, whose own mysterious past also has him on the fringe, life feels complete for the first time in, well, as long as she can remember.
Liv knows the details of the car accident that put her in the coma, but as the voices invade her dreams, and her dreams start feeling like memories, she and Spencer seek out answers. Yet the deeper they dig, the less things make sense. Can Liv rebuild the pieces of her broken past, when it means questioning not just who she is, but what she is?
“Kept me guessing and frantically flipping the pages. A unique story I couldn’t help but fall in love with.”
- Nyrae Dawn, author of CHARADE
Amazon | B&R | Kobo | iTunes



THE REECE MALCOLM LIST
by Amy Spalding
Things I know about Reece Malcolm:
1. She graduated from New York University.
2. She lives in or near Los Angeles.
3. Since her first novel was released, she’s been on the New York Times bestseller list every week.
4. She likes strong coffee and bourbon.
5. She’s my mother.
Devan knows very little about Reece Malcolm, until the day her father dies and she’s shipped off to live with the mother she’s never met. All she has is a list of notebook entries that doesn’t add up to much.
L.A. offers a whole new world to Devan—a performing arts school allows her to pursue her passion for show choir and musicals, a new circle of friends helps to draw her out of her shell, and an intriguing boy opens up possibilities for her first love.
But then the Reece Malcolm list gets a surprising new entry. Now that Devan is so close to having it all, can she handle the possibility of losing everything?
“Charming, heart-warming, and thoughtful… THE REECE MALCOLM LIST sings!”
- Courtney Summers, author of CRACKED UP TO BE
Amazon | B&R | Kobo | iTunes



FLAWED
by Kate Avelynn
He’ll never let her forget her half of the pact…
Sarah O’Brien is only alive because of the pact she and her brother made twelve years ago—James will protect her from their violent father if she promises never to leave him. For years, she’s watched James destroy his life to save hers. If all he asks for in return is her affection, she’ll give it freely.
Until, with a tiny kiss and a broken mind, he asks for more than she can give.
Sam Donavon has been James’s best friend—and the boy Sarah’s had a crush on—for as long as she can remember. As their forbidden relationship deepens, Sarah knows she’s in trouble. Quiet, serious Sam has decided he’s going to save her. Neither of them realizes James is far more unstable than her father ever was, or that he’s not about to let Sarah forget her half of the pact…
“Intense, dark, painful, wrenching, and stunning, FLAWED is a fabulous debut that dances in the gray areas in the most perfect of ways.”
- A Good Addiction
Amazon | B&R | Kobo | iTunes
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