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About the book

MEGAN CORVER never imagined she’d find her mother murdered on the floor. Suspected for the killing, she makes it her life’s mission to find out the truth. Enlisting the help of an old family friend to aid her, her search leads her down a dangerous path of unlawfulness.

Daring to confront the demon that took her mother, she stumbles upon a blood-curdling realization: not only is her father suspiciously nowhere to be found, but her quaint town has a long history of unsolved murders…
This story takes place eleven years before Megan Corver’s first book. It gives an insight to her life and what pushed her to be who she is today!





Chapter 1

WESTBY, CALIFORNIA - 2009
HOME MEANS SAFETY. That’s what Mom always says: when you have a place to call home, there’s always somewhere danger can’t touch you. For me, home is easy to define: Mom and Dad and Cathy. Even if my little sister’s sole purpose in life is to torment me. Maybe that’s why the thought of leaving Westby terrifies me. Change feels too much like danger. Everyone else in school can’t stop talking about their post-graduation plans. What fancy college they’re going to, the new friends they’ll find. I’m happy sticking at the local community college, taking my general education classes until I decide what path works for me.
“You’re too quiet,” Cathy says, punching me in the arm as we make the familiar trek from the school parking lot down Hammond Cross Way toward our nice, normal cul-de-sac on Vincent Circle.
“Well, you’re too talkative,” I counter, tightening the strap on my backpack to keep my hands from fidgeting.
She turns so she’s walking backwards—one of her strange habits—and grins like the cat who caught the canary. “Fine, be quiet then. I have news.”
“Do I really want to hear it?” I barely suppress the groan building in my throat.
“Of course you do, Megs. It’s very important, like earth-shattering.”
We pause at the intersection of Hammond and Miner Street to let a beat-up Chevy pass us by before she continues. “I was in the locker room after gym and I heard some of the junior girls talking about Dean Whalen. They said that he’s trying to get up the nerve to ask this girl out that he doesn’t think will say yes. Well, I told them that they were all stupid because any girl would be dumb not to say yes to him.”
Dean is one of the most popular boys in school. Handsome, athletic and an honor roll student. And Cathy knows he’s been my crush since the seventh grade. Ever since our shared science lab that year, I’ve dreamed of Dean asking me out.
“You shouldn’t have said anything,” I answer, mortified. I can feel the heat rising up my neck, turning me beet red with embarrassment.
“Well, they told me I didn’t know what I was talking about because I’m just some lowly sophomore, so you know what I did?” she continues, putting a little hitch in her step.
“Please don’t say you went and talked to Dean,” I groan.
“Duh. Why listen to gossip when you can get the answer right from the athlete’s mouth?”
I stop walking and grab my sister by the arm, pulling her to a halt. “If you told him I like him, I am going to disown you forever.”
“He likes you back,” she answers with a broad smile and a sing-song voice.
“He does not,” I reply, shaking my head with enough force to send tendrils of brown hair into my face.
“Does so.” She reaches into her pocket and passes me a neatly folded piece of paper.
I don’t want to open it, but my hands are already doing the work before my brain can order them to stop. There, on this lined paper, is Dean’s name and phone number. I memorized his handwriting during our year as lab partners. It is definitely his. “It could be fake,” I protest.
“Would you stop being so boring? I watched him write it down and I called him to make sure it was his real number.” She throws her arms around my shoulders and squeezes. “You’re my big sister, Megs, and you deserve to be happy. Now, you have to promise me you’re going to call him and say yes when he asks you out on a date. One of us needs to at least have our first kiss before you graduate.”
I don’t want to get my hopes up, but I nod in agreement to her statement. “I will go on a date with him. But I’m not going to kiss him just to make you happy.”
“Now, if only I had that much confidence talking to Brady Thompson.” She sighs and loops her right arm through my left.
“You can’t be serious. He’s way too old for you.”
She snorts. “He’s younger than you.”
“He’s seventeen,” I remind her.
“And I’ll be fifteen next month. It’s not like I’m going to run off and have sex with him. Geez, I’m not some irresponsible slut.”
I rest my head on her shoulder. “It’s my job as your big sister to look out for you, remember?”
“Except it works so much better when I’m the big sister,” she counters as our house comes into view. Its inviting cream-colored siding and deep navy-blue shutters fill me with a sense of belonging. I think I’d be fine to come home to this house every day for the rest of my life. The brass number 150 beside the front door glints in the afternoon sunlight.
I tug my key out of my backpack’s front zippered pocket and slide it into the front door, hearing the lock click as the door swings open. The scent of yeast and simmering berries fills my nose as soon as we cross the threshold.
“Oh, good, you girls are just in time,” Mom says, her hands dusted with a thick coating of flour, her tie-dyed apron smeared with red and blue berry juice.
“I have lots of homework,” Cathy calls as she darts up the stairs.
I set my bag down in the front hall and step up to the sink, washing my hands as she kneads the pie crust on the cutting board. “Where do you need me?”
“Check the berries, I don’t want them to be too overcooked,” she answers, starting to pound the dough into two metal pie tins. “How was school?”
“It was fine. Everyone is getting ready for graduation.” Even I can tell from the flatness of my tone that I’m not excited about the idea of moving on from school.
“Well, you should be excited, too. It’s a big step, graduating high school.”
“It’s not like I’m going off to college. Sure, I’ll be taking classes, but it’s not really that different from what I’m doing now.”
Mom sighs. She thinks I don’t know the difference in her tone between an “I’m tired” sigh and an “I’m disappointed” sigh. I committed it to memory years ago. “I wish you’d think about going off to school somewhere. I know I’ve told you that home means safety, but sometimes you have to brave the world to figure out who you want to be.”
Here we go. “I’m comfortable here in Westby. Plenty of people don’t leave.”
Mom’s breath hitches as her hands continue to knead the pie crust into the pans. “I just want more for you, Megan. You’re a smart girl. You could do so many things if you just stepped out of your shell.”
“I’m not ready to leave.” I stir the berries in the pan. “And anyway, someone has to keep Cathy in line and from going totally boy crazy.”
Mom chuckles and wipes her hands on her apron. “Bring that over. It’s ready to go in.”
I transfer the pot across the kitchen and slowly pour the contents into the waiting crusts. Mom slides the thin top layers over and together, we press the edges together with forks. “Is she still pining about that boy, Bradley?”
I can’t help but laugh. “It’s Brady. And yes, she is.”
“What about you? Any romantic prospects?”
The tips of my ears warm as the weight of the note in my pocket feels like a twenty-pound rock. “Cathy got Dean Whelan’s phone number for me. She says he wants to ask me out.”
“Dean’s a nice boy. Your dad and I have always liked him.”
“I don’t know. He’s probably going off to a big-name school to play football or lacrosse; and like you said, graduation is just around the corner.”
Mom slices two neat crosses in the center of the pies and gestures for me to open the oven. “Then all the more reason to give that boy a call. I want you to enjoy life, Megan. Don’t let it pass you by just because you can’t predict every second of every day.”
I scoot back as she sets the pies in the oven, the heat from within wafting into my face, making my eyes water. “I’ll call him.”
“You’ll call who now?” Dad’s voice echoes in the front hall.
I turn to see him standing there, bags under his eyes. I’d heard him moving around the house late at night. Sometimes I can’t sleep, and I sit listening to the sounds of the house. It usually calms me but lately Dad’s late-night wanderings keep me up.
“She’s calling Dean Whelan,” Mom answers with a broad grin.
“About time. Hasn’t he been following you around like a puppy dog for years now?” Dad leans over and kisses my cheek.
“He has not!” I love my dad, but he knows just how to embarrass a girl. Still, I know he’s done it out of love. Logically, I understand they both want me to be happy and have a fulfilling life.
“Why don’t you make that call. Dinner will be ready in a bit,” Mom says, ushering me toward the hallway.
I take the hint that she wants me out of the room and as I loop my backpack strap around my forearm, I catch a glimpse of my parents in a tight embrace, lips locked.
Upstairs, Cathy lounges on her bed in our shared room. She flips through a math textbook without looking at any of the problems. “Do you mind?” I prod as I close the door.
She rolls over and pulls on headphones, cranking the sound loud enough that even I can hear the thump of the bass from across the room. She mimes blowing me kisses and gives me a thumbs up as I turn toward the wall, phone in hand.
My hands go sweaty as I dial the number. Waiting for an answer is pure agony. Until…
“Hello?” Dean’s voice is soft.
“Uh, Dean, it’s Megan Corver. You, uh, gave my sister your phone number,” I ramble.
“Oh, yeah. Hey. I wasn’t sure she’d actually pass it on.” His voice brightens, making me smile.
“She also said um, you wanted to ask me something.”
“So, I was wondering if you wanted to hang out sometime. Like maybe go grab coffee or lunch or something.”
“Like a date?” I barely get the last word out around the lump in my throat.
“Would that be okay?”
It wasn’t a ‘no’. “Yeah. Of course. I mean, I’d like that.”
“How about Saturday?”
I force myself to take a breath. “Perfect.”
“Saturday it is.”
The line goes silent, and I end the call. I turn to see Cathy sitting on her bed cross-legged, headphones still pressed to her ears, making her wavy dirty blonde hair bunch up at odd angles.
“It’s a date,” I shout at her.
She tugs the headphones off and launches herself across the room at me, tackling me to the bed. “Thank you for not being boring!”
I doubt I would live up to my baby sister’s definition of “not boring” on a coffee date but maybe there was hope for me yet.
“Girls, dinner’s ready!” Mom calls from downstairs.
Cathy races downstairs first, beating me to the dinner table. Dad already sits at the head, sipping a glass of lemon seltzer. I’ve never seen him drink anything else with dinner. Even when we go out to eat.
“So, do you girls have any weekend plans?” Dad prompts as Mom sets a bowl with the leftover berries in the middle of the table for dessert.
“I might hang out with some friends from school,” Cathy answers, serving a roasted chicken breast from the dish beside the fruit.
I scoop some creamed spinach and baked macaroni and cheese onto my plate. “I’m having coffee with Dean on Saturday.”
Dad puts down his glass and claps, smiling. “See, I told you he likes you, sweetie.”
“It’s just coffee,” I duck my head in embarrassment.
“I got his phone number for her,” Cathy announces proudly.
“Everyone needs a wing woman like you Cath,” Dad says and reaches over to ruffle her hair.
She leans into the gesture. If anyone else tried to touch her hair like that, she would smack them across the face. But Dad could get away with it. Mom passes me a chicken breast and whispers, “I’m proud of you for taking this chance, Megs.”
“How was work, Dad?” I ask after a mouthful of chicken. Mom makes the best chicken with just a hint of paprika and thyme. And it’s always perfectly juicy. I can only hope to inherit those cooking skills one day.
“Oh, you know, office work. Nothing as exciting as my baby girl’s first date. Now, is it really just coffee or is there like a trip to the mall involved?”
I can’t stop from rolling my eyes. “Dad, it’s just coffee. And besides, like no one goes to the mall anymore. That’s so 1990s.”
“But you’d go to the mall if Dean asked,” Cathy teases.
“Well, maybe. If it was for like ice cream or smoothies or something.”
“Well, I’ll keep my fingers crossed that he has a need for ice cream or smoothies next.” Dad grins across the table at me. “In case I wasn’t clear, I like this boy and I highly approve of you dating him.’
I giggle into my macaroni. “Yes, Dad. I get it. Thank you.” I could never date someone Dad didn’t approve of. Or Mom for that matter.
“For what it’s worth, I like him, too. He seems to have a good head on his shoulders. He’s responsible,” Mom adds.
“Can we talk about something else now?” I hiccup, turning to Cathy. “What about your boy troubles?”
“They’re boring compared to yours,” she answers with a smirk.
Dinner finishes in comfortable silence and I find I’m more excited for the weekend than I had been before. Maybe Dad is right, and this is a good thing for me. Maybe it will be the start of some new adventure.


Saturday feels miles away on Friday afternoon. Despite trying to find Dean in the hallways all day, he eluded me. I don’t have Cathy to pull me from the spiral of doubt. She’s spending the afternoon with her friends. So, I make the short walk toward home. Try as I might, I can’t keep myself from going down the mental path of all the reasons Dean would inevitably back out of our coffee date.
It was a prank. Someone on one of the sports teams put him up to it because everyone thinks it is funny to embarrass and humiliate me.
He realizes I’m not that interesting and he can have any other girl in school and I’m not worth his time.
And then the tiny voice inside my head begins to taunt me that maybe he was doing it because he felt bad for me. Like he had to go on a coffee date with me because I’m some sad charity case. Could he claim it as community service on a college application?
I reach the bottom of the driveway and fumble in my backpack front pocket for my house key. On autopilot, my feet move me up the drive to the front door but when I reach up to stick the key in the lock, the door isn’t there. I blink several times, my mind finally processing the fact the front door sits open, propped like Mom had left it to carry in groceries. But Friday isn’t grocery day.
Westby doesn’t have crime. Not like some other places. Sure, kids get in trouble for smoking pot on school grounds or for painting graffiti in back alleys, but nothing more than silly kid stuff. Leaving the front door, I move to peer into the garage. Mom’s car sits inside. You’re just being silly. There is a logical explanation for the door. I just have to go in and ask Mom to explain it.
I step into the house and everything is silent. Not even the constant low drone of the air conditioning system can be heard.
“Mom?” My voice rebounds on me in the front hall, sending shivers down my spine.
I can’t place it, but something feels off. Even if I get home early from school, Mom answers me when I call out to her. As I stand in the front hall, my breath comes in shallower gasps, sounding twenty times louder in my ears.
“Mom, are you here?”
Silence.
I open my mouth to call out one more time when the sound of a dripping faucet rings out like doppler radar. I race into the kitchen and slide in something sticky. I look down at the dark red staining my shoes. Did Mom overfill a pie? My gaze follows the sticky mess to the middle of the kitchen where Mom lies sprawled on the floor.
A guttural scream tears from my throat as everything around me goes black.





Chapter 2

MY HEAD ACHES as a painful ringing fills my ears. I crack one eyelid, blinded by a kaleidoscope of colors and my stomach sloshes, threatening to give lunch a repeat appearance. I swallow back the bile as I try to open both eyes. I lay on the floor beside the oven. I grasp awkwardly for the handle to the broiler to help bull me to a sitting position. I probe the back of my head where it hit the floor as I fainted. It’s sore but I don’t feel any cuts.
Just when I try to recall how I ended up on the floor, I see her; my mother sprawled out before me. It isn’t berry juice around her. My whole body goes numb as I drag myself across the floor to her.
“Mom?” I whimper.
A neat slit gushes from her throat. I’ve never seen a dead body before, or someone who was close to death, but I paid attention in biology. The human body can only handle losing so much blood before there is no coming back. Still, I press a shaking hand to her neck, my fingers quickly slicked with blood. I tell myself I feel a faint pulse, still pumping whatever blood remains to her vital organs. There is still a chance if I act now.
“Get up!” I chide myself, blindly groping for my cell phone. I jab at the keypad, trying and failing to hit the correct numbers. Finally, on the third try I get 9-1-1 and hit “Dial.” The line rings once and then a calm female voice answer.
“9-1-1, what is your emergency?”
“It’s my mother. her throat’s been cut. Please, I need help.”
“Can you tell me your name?”
“Megan. Megan Corver. Please you need to send the police and an ambulance right away.” I sit beside my mother, futilely trying to press the edges of the wound together to staunch the flow.
“What’s your address, Megan?”
“150 Vincent Circle.”
“Police have been dispatched to your location. I want you to stay on the line with me. Can you do that, Megan?”
“I think so.” It’s as if someone else is speaking. I don’t recognize my own voice.
“Tell me what happened to your mother.”
“I don’t know. I just … I came home and she’s lying on the floor bleeding.”
“She’s been cut; can you tell me where?”
“Her throat,” I sob.
“Help is only a couple minutes out. You need to keep pressure on the wound,” the dispatcher says.
“I keep trying to stop the blood, but I think I was too late.”
“I just want you to breathe, Megan. Inhale to a count of five, exhale to a count of five.”
I try to do as she instructs, letting each second of breath intake gather up all of the negative emotions and each second of exhale expel the fear taking root in my body. My shoulders ache, my head throbs, and I can’t get the coppery scent of blood out of my nose.
“You’re doing great, Megan,” the dispatcher assures me just as sirens blare and I see blue and red lights strobe through the open front door.
“They’re here,” I whisper.
Two officers burst into the front hall, weapons drawn. I stare down the barrel of the gun as the officer approaches me.
“Put your gun away, she’s just a kid,” his partner orders. A third officer appears briefly in my field of vision before disappearing. I hear footsteps on the stairs leading up to the second floor. Then, a voice over a radio says, “All clear.”
The officer lowers his gun but doesn’t holster it. Instead, he reaches for the radio on his shoulder and says, “How far out is that ambulance?”
“Two minutes,” a voice crackles over the connection.
“Better make it less,” he says.
I know what that means. The rational part of me understands that my mother is gone. But I can’t let her go. If I relinquish my grip on her body, there is zero chance she survives. So, I keep pressing my hand to her throat, even as the second officer, whose weapon is now safely stowed away at his side, approaches, careful to avoid stepping in the blood pooled on the floor.
“She’s not going to make it,” I murmur just as a fresh set of sirens wail outside and heavy footfalls pound up the driveway. One of the paramedics, a slender black man with a silver earring in his right ear, leaps over the blood stains like some elegant ballet dancer, setting his bag down beside me.
“You can let go now. It’s okay to let us take over.” His voice is a soothing baritone.
My fingers ache as I uncurl them from her throat. The second medic appears at my side, nudging me out of the way. Dampness mars the seat of my pants and I look to see I’ve sat in a congealing pool of blood.
“Mom?” It comes out in a strangled wail.
“She needs to be checked out,” the first officer says, his tone sharp.
A pair of unseen hands hauls me to my feet and drags me backward. My vision tunnels so all I can see is my mother’s body and the air goes out of my lungs. Dark spots dance in my vision, threatening to take away the last image of the woman who raised me. My brain begs for that image to disappear, but my heart won’t let go. She’s my mother!
“Can you tell me what happened?” The second officer’s voice is gentler, and it pulls me from the scene in the kitchen.
Blinking back tears that blur the outline of his face, I mumble, “I think she’s dead.”
“Megan? What’s going on, are you…” Uncle Jim’s voice booms from the front door.
What is he doing here? I pivot slowly toward him. “Help me.”
Uncle Jim isn’t really my uncle. Not by blood anyway. But he’s the closest thing Cathy and I have to one. The sight of his familiar face—craggy with age and laugh lines—beats back some of the horror that fills my mind’s eye every time I shut my eyes.
“This is an active crime scene, Sergeant,” the first officer interjects.
“And you have a traumatized young girl, Officer,” Uncle Jim replies, his voice dropping an octave.
Uncle Jim holds one of the highest ranks in the Westby Police Department. He’ll know how to fix this. I hear movement behind me, but I can’t look back. I can’t commit any more details of my mother’s body to memory. I have enough to fuel a lifetime of nightmares.
“You’re going to need to call the coroner. I’m afraid she’s gone,” the first paramedic says softly. I’m sure he’s trying to be nice and not let me know that I was too late to save my mother’s life.
“Come on, Megan, let’s get you cleaned up,” Uncle Jim announces.
“Sir, before she goes anywhere, we need to process her. It’s protocol, after all,” the second officer—the one with the kind face explains.
Their voices turn to droning, unintelligible noise as the reality settles over me, like a heavy winter coat I can’t take off. My mother is gone. The sheer agony of that realization sends me tumbling to the floor again and my mind threatens to black out everything around me for a second time. Maybe that isn’t such a bad thing. In the empty blackness of unconsciousness, I don’t have to remember that everything in my world no longer makes sense.
“Megan. Can you hear me?”
Through the black spots popping in my vision I see the paramedic sit beside me, gloves on his hands. He examines my hands, taking little scrapes and swabs, passing them to the officer hovering beside me. The officer’s presence turns my stomach. The way his gray eyes narrow every time I look up tells me he thinks I’m guilty of something. Of what, I can’t begin to guess. Does he think I killed my mother?
“I’m going to look at that bump on your head. Is that okay?” The medic’s voice is soothing again, like a balm.
I crane my neck, seeking out Uncle Jim who stands in the front hall, still in conversation with the second officer. “Okay,” I mumble when I turn back to the medic.
“I know you’re scared right now, but you did the exact right thing by calling for help,” he tells me.
I wince, letting out an audible “hiss” as he pokes at the lump on the back of my head. “It didn’t make a difference,” I answer, my throat raw.
“You’re going to be okay. The police will find out what happened.”
“You’re going to need to have these clothes taken for processing for evidence,” the first officer barks.
I shrink back, wrapping my still bloody hands around myself. He produces a clear plastic bag and shoves it at me. “And then you need to give a statement.”
“Now, just hold on a minute,” Uncle Jim bellows. “You can’t expect her to strip down in front of you. Shouldn’t you have a female officer present?”
The second officer, whose name badge I now see says Officer Campbell, bends down to my eye line. “Would it be okay if I went with you to find some new clothes and let you get cleaned up? You’ll need to be careful about putting what you’re wearing in the evidence bag, but I won’t come in until you tell me it’s okay.”
Uncle Jim takes half a step toward me but stops. We both know that the space I now occupy can’t ever be welcoming again. Nothing that ever happened in this kitchen—not the pie making or pancake breakfasts or late-night ice cream sundaes—will ever happen again.
“I … I guess so,” I answer.
The paramedic helps me up and Officer Campbell produces a pair of hospital booties, slipping them onto my shoes before he lets me lead the way up to the bathroom. He watches me scrub my hands, the red swirling down the drain little by little until my hands are no longer covered in blood. Next, I move down the hall to my bedroom. I stand in the center of the room, staring in silence, wondering if this place would ever feel safe again. Officer Campbell eases the door shut with a soft “click” behind me and I force my hands to move, tugging the fabric of my shirt over my head. I slide it into the clear plastic, dark red smears along the inside of the bag. Shimmying out of my jeans is harder with the booties on but I manage it, landing hard on my butt on the hardwood floor. The impact reverberates up my spine but it’s nothing compared to the hole in my heart.
“Everything all right in there?” The floorboards outside the bedroom creak and whine as Officer Campbell shifts his weight.
“Fine,” I answer. I’m not fine. None of this is fine but it’s the only answer I can muster as I hastily tug on a fresh set of clothes.
As I open the door, fresh tears blur my vision and my balance falters. Staggering sideways, I feel Officer Campbell’s strong arms around my shoulders to steady me.
“Do you think you’re up for giving a statement?” he asks as he guides me downstairs and straight back to the front hallway, just before the front door. Uncle Jim leans on the hood of his car as another police cruiser pulls up, along with a large van marked Coroner. The sight of it turns my stomach and I can’t keep the bile back any longer. I bend double, hands pressed to my knees and dry heave. What must the neighbors think of all this commotion?
“Have you been able to reach the victim’s husband?” I heard Officer Campbell ask his partner.
“Not yet. We’ll keep trying.”
Their words barely process in my brain as my body tries to find equilibrium again. It’s failing horribly. Just like I had failed to save my mother.
“Let’s let the crime scene techs do their work and give Megan here some time to collect herself,” Officer Campbell suggests.
Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I leave the house behind and fling myself at Uncle Jim, burrowing into his firm embrace. He squeezes me harder than usual but, in that moment, I couldn’t imagine it being any other way.
“You have my word I’ll bring her by the station when she’s had time to calm down. And we need to inform her sister.”
“Oh, oh God. Cathy doesn’t know,” I sob, leaving a damp patch on his breast pocket.
“You’re not alone, Megan. You have me,” Uncle Jim assures me as he ushers me into the passenger seat of his car.
As we pull away from the place that had always been my safe space, I knew I could never set foot there again. Now, I focus on finding the words to tell my little sister that it will never be her safe space either.





Chapter 3

“WHERE IS CATHERINE?” Uncle Jim’s voice permeates my dark spiral into depression.
Can depression really happen lightning fast?
“I don’t know.” My voice sounds monotone as I stare out the window at the outskirts of Westby. Uncle Jim lives in the rich part of town, with his three-story sprawling house with its wrap-around porch and high windows. When I was little, I imagined I would live in a house like that one day. I never thought it would be Uncle Jim’s house. I think his family came from money. I know he couldn’t afford to buy it now on a police salary.
“Megan, can you try and remember? We need to find her.” His tone is insistent.
In that moment I resent his question. I am not my sister’s keeper. And maybe it’s selfish of me not wanting to find her right away. Or maybe it’s selfless because it gives her more time. More time to think her world isn’t crumbling around her.
I catch a glimpse of Uncle Jim’s blue eyes in the rearview mirror and I can read his expectant expression. He needs an answer. With a huff, I reply, “She was hanging out with friend after school. I think maybe they stayed on school grounds.”
“It’s a start.”
We lapse into silence as Uncle Jim pulls a very illegal U-turn in the middle of the road and heads back the way we came. Exhaustion hits me in waves, making my eyelids too heavy to keep open. My mind fights it. I can’t see it all again. Not yet. I roll down the window and let the fresh air wash over me.
“Why did you come over?” The question leaves my lips before I realize I’ve asked it.
“Your mom called me this morning and asked me to stop by.” The way his mouth hangs open I can tell he wants to say more.
“Why?”
“It was supposed to be a surprise, but I suppose it’s not happening now. Might as well tell you. We were planning a graduation party for you.” He holds one hand up off the steering wheel. “I know you didn’t want a big to do but we wanted to make it special. You only graduate from high school once.”
“You’re right,” I snap. “It doesn’t matter now.’
“I know you won’t believe me if I tell you I know what you are feeling right now, but I want you to know that I am here for you however you need.”
“What am I supposed to do now? She’s gone.”
“We find your sister and we go to the police station and you give your statement. And we wait for your dad to show up. That’s what we do now.”


Time doesn’t have meaning as we pull into the parking lot of the school. The fresh air does its job to keep the tiredness at bay, but it makes my mind fuzzy. I check the sea of faces coming out of the building—from band practice or sports or after school clubs—but none of them register as my sister.
“I can tell her,” Uncle Jim says softly, patting my shoulder.
“No. It has to come from me.” I undo the seat belt and climb out of the car. Sitting here waiting won’t make this any simpler.
If I don’t take charge of this now, it’s going to overtake me, and I will never claw my way out from under it. Cathy needs me to be the big sister. She’s relying on me, whether she knows it yet or not.
“Megan, hey, I’m glad I caught you,” Dean’s voice rings out from my left.
I stop dead in my tracks to the front door. Had it only been a few short hours since I’d been debating with myself if he would cancel our coffee date? Somehow, coffee seemed too trivial now. Not in this new world where my mother wasn’t in it.
“I just wanted to make sure tomorrow still works for you,” Dean continues.
I face him and maybe the tear streaks or the lingering smell of bile catch him off guard because he takes a step back. “What’s wrong?” He drops his lacrosse bag on the ground and reaches to take my hand in his. “You don’t look okay.”
I want to confide in him, to unburden myself from the awful secret I carry. But would it be fair to Cathy if I tell Dean before her? I still doubt he actually cares what has happened.
“I’m not, but I can’t tell you. I need to find my sister,” I answer sharply.
I expect him to tell me off or call me a bitch for not telling him what was wrong. Instead, he shoulders his bag again and falls into step beside me. “I saw her hanging in the auditorium with some of the theater kids. Come on, I’ll help you look.”
I hide my hands in my pockets, sure there are still dried flecks of blood clinging to my nail beds. Dean stays close beside me in silence. Even if I can’t bring myself to tell him the truth that my mother had been murdered, knowing he was there without question gives me strength I know I’ll need. I didn’t see any weapon that would point to murder, but people don’t just spontaneously slit their own throats. The sound of laughter reaches my ears, registering in my brain as we approach the auditorium. I don’t think I’ll ever laugh again. I stop short, unable to pull my hands free of my pockets to open the door.
Dean does it for me, giving me a gentle nudge between the shoulder blades and I stagger forward.
The lights are dimmed, casting odd shadows across the rows of folding seats. I see a few students lounging on the edge of the stage, my sister among them. She smiles and waves her hands, gesturing wildly as she explains something to her friends. I don’t want to pull her from her joy and peace of mind. But the longer I wait, the harder it will be.
“I can get her for you,” Dean offers.
“No. I can do it.” I square my shoulders and hold my head high. She needs me to be strong now.
“Hey, Megan, whatever’s going on, you can talk to me. Maybe not right now if you aren’t comfortable, but I’ll be around. Ready for that coffee date whenever you need it.”
Fresh tears sting my eyes at his statement. I turn away from my sister and her friends to look at him. To really see him. He’d always been nice to me and maybe it says something about my own self esteem that I doubted its validity, but as he stands here before me, offering to be my friend, if nothing else, I wonder why he likes me.
“Megs? What are you doing here?” Cathy’s voice ruins the quiet moment between Dean and me.
“Thanks,” I whisper as Cathy bounds over.
“Hang on, I’ll tell the rest of them to leave. Give you some privacy,” he says and starts down the aisle, passing Cathy as she reaches me.
“I thought you were going right home,” she says, blissfully unaware of what’s happened.
“I need to tell you something. You need to sit down,” I push her toward one of the seats.
“You’re being dramatic. Did Dean just tell you he’s not going out with you?”
“Cathy, just stop talking for five minutes. I have to tell you something and I need you to listen to me,” I snap, arms crossed protectively over my chest.
“Okay, jeez. You don’t have to be so bossy.”
“Mom’s gone,” I say. They’re the only words I can get out.
“What do you mean gone?”
My lower lips quivers as I sink into the seat beside her. I take her hands in mine and I watch her inspect them, noting the tiny rust stains still clinging beneath my nails. “She … she died.”
“No.” The word is forceful; it knocks me back against the seat.
“I was there, Cathy. I watched her die.”
“This is some mean joke or something.” Cathy jumps from the seat so she stands in front of me in the tight space between the rows of chairs. Her hands ball into fists and for a minute I fear she will swing at me. Her tone turns hard and accusatory. “Why would you say that?”
I try to pull my sister into an embrace, but she shoves me away, racing along the seats in the opposite direction back toward her friends. I know I should go after her, but I can’t make my legs obey my brain’s command to move. Dean shepherds her friends up the aisle as she approaches them. I can’t hear their exchange but Cathy sulks back to me. She sits down but won’t meet my gaze. I can see her face is streaked with trails of tears and ruined eye make-up.
“I said it because I know she’s dead and you need to know the truth,” I explain in a whisper. Sound carries too easily in this place. My words come across flat, emotionless.
“How do you know? How can you be sure?” Her tone is accusatory and disbelieving. Like she’s challenging me to provide proof that I cannot bring myself to show her. Proof I don’t have anymore because I washed it off.
“Because I was there when it happened. Someone hurt her and I couldn’t save her, Cathy. I tried, but I wasn’t good enough.”
She goes quiet and draws her knees to her chest in the seat. I wish I could read her mind, to anticipate what she will say next. Maybe then I could take away her fear and the uncertainty. “Where’s Dad?” she hiccups as tears continue running down her face.
“I don’t know. The police are trying to find him. I have to give a statement. Uncle Jim is waiting outside.”
“Who would want to hurt Mom?” Cathy wonders aloud as I lead the way back to the parking lot and Uncle Jim’s waiting car. The tears keep streaming down her face and I see her entire body shudder with the effort. At least she feels something.
“I don’t know,” I reply when we reach the car. I slide into the back seat with her. I want to find out who took my mother from me, but what could I do? I was barely an adult and had no clue about the first place to look.





Chapter 4

WESTBY’S POLICE station sits next to the Episcopal church and across the street from the Veteran’s Home. I can see elderly men in wheelchairs sitting out on the front lawn, watching with narrowed gazes as Uncle Jim’s flashy car pulls into a free spot near the front door. Westby is a nice place, and everyone is friendly—especially the older generations—but I can’t stop worrying that everyone will know the truth, that Cathy and I would become the “poor girls” whose mother was murdered. I didn’t want to be that girl.
I wanted to be the old Megan Corver. The one who was ready to go to community college, to keep learning and to stay a part of this community. This new Megan was too confused and angry, too raw with a tornado of emotion.
Beside me, Cathy grips my hand. She sits in silence as the engine settles. “We’ll come in with you,” Uncle Jim says. The driver side door swings open before I can answer.
“I don’t want you to go,” Cathy whines, digging her nails into the meaty flesh of my palm.
“I don’t want to go either. But I don’t think I have a choice. They said I have to give a statement,” I say, dragging her with me out of the car.
“How did it happen?” The haunted look in her eyes tells me morbid curiosity is taking root in her mind.
Without warning, the image of Mom lying on the kitchen floor, my hand feebly pressed against the slash in her throat flashes before me. “She was there one minute and gone the next.” My hands shake as I try to remember if I felt her last breath pass through my fingers.
“I want Dad.” Cathy clings to me and I’m reminded of when we both got lost in a mall when she was four and I was six. Fear of separation made time elongate then and it takes hold of me again now.
“He’ll come. They’ll reach him and he’ll come.” I don’t believe my own words as I speak them.
“Let’s get this statement business over with so you two can come back to my place and get some rest,” Uncle Jim intervenes.
Together, we walk into the station. Too many sets of eyes fall on us and I cringe. I don’t like being the center of attention. Officer Campbell emerges from an office marked “Captain,” catches sight of me, and closes the distance with three long strides.
“Megan, thank you for coming by. If you’ll come with me, we’re just going to have a conversation and I’ll write up your statement. Does that sound okay with you?”
I expect Cathy to protest or Uncle Jim to insist he should join me but neither speak. That leaves me to make the choice on my own. “I guess so.”
I pry Cathy’s fingers from my wrist, rubbing at the angry nail marks she leaves behind and follow Officer Campbell back down a dimly lit hallway to a room labeled “Interview.” One across the way bears the name “Interrogation.” I swallow the lump in my throat, grateful to for the left turn rather than the right.
The table and chairs within the interview room are cold metal. I try to get comfortable, perching on the edge of the chair and clasp my hands in front of me. He takes out a notepad and a pen.
“Okay, we’re going to start easy. Just tell me your name and how old you are.”
“Megan Corver. I’m eighteen.”
“And you live at the residence with the deceased?”
“With my sister and my parents.” My shoulder muscles tighten at the word deceased. It’s cold, clinical. Nothing that should be associated with my mother. Ever.
“I know this is going to be uncomfortable, and we’ll take as much time as you need. But I need you to tell me what happened.”
He sits with his pen poised over the paper, waiting for me to recite the worst hours of my short life. How do I put into words what I witnessed? “I got home from school like I always do. I went inside, and she was there on the kitchen floor.”
“And she was already bleeding?” he prompts.
I nod mutely.
“Go on.”
“I didn’t realize what was happening at first. Then, I called the police and I tried to help her. I tried to stop the blood, but it was too much.” My hands tremble at the sense memory of the blood coating the pads of my fingers.
“Did you notice anything out of the ordinary? Maybe something that might seem minor at the time?”
“I don’t think … wait. The front door was open. Not just unlocked, but open.”
“That’s not typical?”
“Not unless Mom props it open to bring in groceries, but Friday isn’t grocery day.”
“Okay.” He licks his lips. “And you didn’t notice anyone else hanging around?”
“No. It was just us until you showed up.”
“What about Sergeant Nixon?”
“Uncle Jim? What’s he got to do with anything?’ I don’t like what his question implies. Uncle Jim would never hurt a soul. Especially since he’s sworn to uphold the law.
“He did arrive soon after we did. And he told the other officers that he hadn’t heard the call over the scanner. So, how’d he know to show up when he did?”
“He and my mom were supposed to be planning a surprise graduation party for me. I hate surprises but they wanted to do it anyway,” I answered.
“And how to you know him exactly?”
“He’s a family friend. I’ve known him my entire life. ’
Officer Campbell nods. “I see.” He sets his pad and pen down on the table between us.
“When you got home, did you notice anything that could have been used to cut your mother? Maybe a knife?”
I rub at my eyes. “No. Nothing.”
He nods to himself and makes a note on his pad Then, he leans forward and says, “Megan, we can’t seem to reach your dad. We’ve tried calling his work number several times. We sent an officer to his office, but he wasn’t there.”
“He’s been working late the last few weeks. Of course he’s there. Maybe they didn’t look hard enough,” I scoff.
“Do you have his cell phone number? Or any thoughts on where we might find him?”
A new wave of embarrassment creeps up my neck. “It’s on my cell phone.”
Which remains back at the house. A place I can’t bring myself to go. How stupid am I for not having my own father’s phone number memorized? “It’s at the house still.”
“We’ll retrieve it.” After a pause, he continues. “You said you had a sister. Was that the young lady you came in with?”
“Yes. That’s Cathy. But she wasn’t there. She doesn’t know anything,” I ramble.
“But she might have your dad’s phone number, right?’
“Oh. Yeah,” I answer, feeling dumb.
“If you don’t mind, I’m going to type up your statement and have you read it over and sign it.”
“What happens now?” I ask, not moving from the cold metal chair.
“We’re going to find your dad and tell him what’s happened,” he answers from the doorway.
“Where do we go? We can’t go back there.”
His expression softens and he moves to place a hand loosely on my shoulder. “It will be a crime scene for a while longer. If you can stay with Sergeant Nixon, I’d recommend it. And I don’t think I need to say it but don’t leave town.”
“Why would I do that? I don’t have anywhere else to go,” I tell him as I make the conscious effort to stand and retrace my steps back to the front of the station.
Uncle Jim and Cathy wait there for me. I turn my attention to my sister. “They need Dad’s cell phone number. I don’t have my phone.”
Officer Campbell waits with his pen for Cathy to give him the number. I see the coroner van pull through the front of the parking lot and around the back. Westby is a small enough town that we have only a small medical lab attached to the police station. I’d learned about it in biology in sophomore year. Which mean that van contained my mother’s body.
“When can we have her back?” I blurt.
Officer Campbell turns to me and answers, “We are going to do everything we can to release her back to you as fast as possible. But we have to investigate.” He pulls a business card from his front shirt pocket and hands it to me. “If you think of anything or need to talk, please call me.”
I fumble with the card, stowing it in my pocket as Cathy finishes giving him Dad’s number. The front door to the station opens and Officer Campbell’s partner walks in carrying the evidence bag with my clothes. I see my phone in the bag, too.
“That’s mine,” I said, lunging for it before I can think better of it.
The officer steps back, his free hand reaching for his gun and my heart stops. I shuffle back, hands held at shoulder height to show I am not a threat.
“Once we process it, we’ll return your items,” Officer Campbell says, eying his partner who relaxes his hand away from his weapon.
“We’re going to try reaching out to your father again, but if you get in touch with him first, please have him call us,” Officer Campbell instructs and ushers us out the front door.
“Come on, girls. Let’s get you somewhere quiet.” Uncle Jim wraps one thick arm around each of us, squeezing tight in another bear hug. It’s all I can do to stay upright as he leads us back to the car. The way Cathy chews her lower lip, I know she has questions. Ones I don’t think I can answer. Not now and maybe not ever.


I hit redial on Cathy’s phone for the tenth time in the last thirty minutes. Dad’s phone rings on the other end. Five, six times and goes to voicemail. “Dad, it’s Megan. Again. I need to talk to you. It’s about Mom. You have to call me back. We’re at Uncle Jim’s. Please just come.”
I toss the phone away in frustration and it clatters to the floor of the guest room on the top floor of Uncle Jim’s house. Cathy sits on the floor, her back propped ramrod straight against the bed posts of the queen size bed we will share for the night.
“She can’t be dead,” she finally says.
“She is. I don’t know who would want to hurt her, but they did.”
“Maybe it was an accident?” The hopeful note in her voice only stokes my anger at the unknown killer who so carelessly upended our lives.
“So, what, she was cutting berries for more pie and she mistook her own throat for the strawberries?” I snap.
Cathy recoils from me, wrapping her arms around her torso, as if that will ward off my anger and the truth of our new reality. I don’t mean to hurt her, but she doesn’t understand the memories I now carry. The images forever burned into my mind. I wish I’d been with her. I wish I didn’t know what had happened, how she’d taken her last breath with me sitting there, helpless and clueless to make a difference.
“The police will find out what happened,” Cathy murmurs.
I want to believe that, but hope in this new mindset seems pointless. How could she have hope when, even if they did find her killer, it wouldn’t bring her back to life. But being angry with Cathy isn’t going to solve anything either.
“I’m sorry I yelled,” I sigh and slide down to sit beside her.
“I’m sorry you saw what you did.”
“I wish I hadn’t,” I reply with bitterness dripping from my words.
Cathy burrows against my shoulder and I wrap an arm around her automatically. I can feel her body shiver as she speaks. “She wasn’t alone with she died. That’s important, Megan. No one should be alone when they die, and she wasn’t. Because she had you.”
“Not like I did anything useful and the police and the paramedics couldn’t do anything to save her.”
She sniffles, fighting back still more tears. “You’re a good big sister. I want you to know that.”
“Thanks.”
She rubs at her face and whispers, “I wish Dad was here.”
Me too. “He’ll be here soon. He’ll talk to the police and like you said, they’ll figure out what happened.” She needs me to be the big sister now. She needs me to make her think everything is going to be okay, even if I don’t believe it myself.
“If Uncle Jim didn’t show up when he did, I don’t know what I would have done.”
She scrunches up tighter against my side. “How come he was over anyway?” She seems relieved to have a distraction from the fact our mother is gone.
“He and Mom were planning a surprise graduation party for me.”
She inhales and I contort myself to look her in the face. “You weren’t supposed to know about that,” she rasps.
“It doesn’t matter now. I don’t want a party. I don’t even want to bother with graduation. What’s the point? Everyone’s just going to look at me and say how sad and sorry they are because my mother got murdered.”
“Being morbid and moody doesn’t suit you, Megs,” Cathy assesses.
“I don’t know how else to be. I don’t have your hope. I’m trying, but every time I close my eyes, I see her face, feel her body beneath mine. And I feel so useless it makes me want to tear my hair out and scream.”
“If I don’t have hope, I don’t have anything.” She rubs at her cheeks with the sleeve of her shirt. “I still can’t believe she’s really gone. I keep expecting to wake up and this will all be a nightmare,” Cathy says.
The phone sitting on the floor beside her beeps with an incoming text message. We both scramble for it but she’s closer. A disappointed sigh passes her lips. “It’s just Lourdes asking if I’m still planning to meet up with the theater kids tomorrow after their last performance.” After a pause, she adds, “I’m going to tell her I can’t.”
“Maybe you should go. What else are we going to do until Dad shows up and the police give us more information,” I say, wondering if maybe a little of her hope is rubbing off on me.
Normal didn’t feel like a possibility in this moment, but maybe I had to make my own new normal. One where I set the rules. And maybe those new rules started with a coffee date with Dean. After all, he’d offered to share this burden.
“Give me your phone,” I demand and hold out my hand.
Cathy hands it over without protest and I find Dean’s number in her recent calls. I text him to meet me the next morning at nine o’clock.
“What are you doing?” Cathy asks as I hand the phone back.
“What Mom would want.”
I pray this didn’t blow up in my face tomorrow.





Chapter 5

THANKS to a less-than-legal dose of some sleep medicine from Uncle Jim, night passes in dreamless sleep. I wake beside Cathy who snores lightly, one arm thrown over her head to ward off the morning light that filters through the curtains.
I slide from beneath the blankets, careful not to wake her as I pull her phone from the charger, hoping the medicine kept me out and in such a deep enough sleep I just missed Dad’s call back. Nothing. No missed calls, no unread text messages. I try to ignore the seed of worry and doubt taking root in my mind as I hop in the shower and scrub until my hands are raw and aching. When I emerge from the bathroom, I find Uncle Jim in the dining room with a plate of store-bought donuts on a fancy tray.
“I’m not hungry,” I lie. I can’t remember the last time I ate. Was it yesterday at school?
“You need to eat something, Megan. I know I’m not your parent, but right now, you’re staying in my house. And that means you live by my rules. That includes eating breakfast.”
My stomach rumbles in response to his directive and I snatch a chocolate frosted one, munching it greedily as he pushes a glass of orange juice my way. “I’m meeting a friend for coffee,” I say around a bite of donut.
“Good. Try to keep to normal things. It will help. Not right away, but it will help.” His gaze goes unfocused for a few seconds before he’s back in the present.
I want to ask what happened to him, what experience could we now share? I stay silent as I finish the donut and wash the last bites down with juice. “Did my dad come over yet?’
He fidgets with his napkin, finding something really interesting on the tabletop. “I’ve tried calling a few more times, but it goes to voicemail. I’m going to stop by the office just to see.”
“He doesn’t work on Saturdays,” I remind him.
“Still, it can’t hurt just to check. But I won’t go until you’re back. I don’t want to leave either of you girls alone at a time like this.”
He passes me my phone across the table. “Got this back from evidence late last night.”
I pocket the phone after checking it. No new messages for me either. Uncle Jim rounds the table and gives me a one-armed hug before passing me his keys. “Go have coffee with your friend.”
The fact no one had heard from my dad bothered me. Where is he? Had whoever killed Mom done something to him, too? My mind races as I make the short trip to Carmichael Café at the heart of town. I pass early morning joggers and people walking their dogs and I wonder do they know yet? I shove the car keys into my pocket, feeling the uneven metal dig into my thigh as I take a step toward the front door.
“I’m glad you texted,” Dean says, appearing on the other side of Uncle Jim’s car.
“I think I’m ready to talk about it. What happened,” I say softly as he holds the door open for me.
He’s polite and carries my coffee to a back table away from other people. I sit with my back to the wall facing the door. I can’t help scanning every face as they come and go. Could they be the one who took my mother from me?
When I finally pull my attention back to Dean, he sits with a neutral expression on his face, his hands cupping his mug. I take a long drink of mine and let the sharp taste give me strength. “My mom is dead. I found her yesterday afternoon.”
The coffee mug in Dean’s hands skitters across the table as he moves his chair to sit beside me. He puts his hands over mine and I don’t shy away. “God, Megan, I’m so sorry. That’s horrible. Do you know what happened?”
“Not yet.” My voice catches in my throat again. I want to tell him more, but I can’t burden him with all of my grief. We’re friends at best. He doesn’t deserve to know all that information. “I don’t know what to do or how I’m supposed to feel. Some minutes I want to scream at the world and other times I just want everything to stop moving around me because she isn’t here to live it with me.”
“That’s what grief does. At least, that’s what my dad says. He’s a therapist,” Dean says. “And he also says there’s no right way to grieve. Whatever you feel or when you feel it is what’s right for you.”
“What does he say about feeling like a failure?”
“I’m sure you aren’t a failure.”
“If I hadn’t stopped to wonder why the front door was open, or wasted time just calling out for her, maybe I could have saved her.”
His eyes widen. “Do you think someone broke in?’
I shake my head. “I have no idea. I didn’t think so but every time I close my eyes, I keep seeing her lying there dead.”
He takes my hand in his and pulls me to my feet, our coffees left forgotten on the table. “Where are we going?” I call as he leads me to his tiny BMW.
“You need to know what really happened to your mom. We’re going to find out.”


“We aren’t supposed to be here. It’s a crime scene,” I tell him and point to the garish yellow tape crisscrossing the front door. I didn’t mean to admit the last part but the evidence would give it away.
I can feel unseen eyes on us as we approach the house. The neighbors definitely know what’s happened. Or at the very least suspect it. Dean doesn’t heed my warning as he crouches down to examine the door knob. “It doesn’t look like it’s been tampered with or forced open.” He pulls his shirt sleeve down over his hand and turns the knob, the door swinging inward easily. He ducks beneath the tape And waves me in, but my feet refuse to pass the threshold.
“Do you know a lot about lock-picking?” I don’t mean to sound harsh or rude, but it comes out that way anyway.
Dean is unfazed. “Nope. I watch a lot of movies. My aunt got me a lock-picking kit one Christmas. It’s just fascinating to me to see how it all works and how you can get the lock to do what you want, even if you don’t have the right key to open it.”
“I didn’t know that.” I hadn’t memorized every detail about him, obviously, but that seemed a big detail to miss about a person. Then again, seventh grade was a long time ago, and we’d both grown up.
“People see me as the jock who’s good at tests. I don’t think people would think I’m as cool if they knew I had weird hobbies.”
“I don’t think it’s weird.”
“Then again, maybe I shouldn’t care what people think about me. Because I let them keep me from asking you out before now.”
“Why did you ask me out?” If I can’t immediately sate my need for answers about my mother, I could put the mystery of Dean Whalen to rest.
“Because I like you, Megan. I have since we were lab partners in seventh grade. But I didn’t know how to explain that to you without making you freak out. You don’t like attention. I notice things about people, and I noticed that about you. I thought maybe you didn’t like me so I convinced myself that people were right that it would be a waste of time to ask you out.”
“Well, you weren’t observant enough. Because I’ve liked you since science lab, too,” I admit.
“Better late than never, right?”
A small smile tugs at my lips. “I guess.”
“So, we know the lock wasn’t tampered with, so your Mom probably opened it because she thought she knew who it was.” He steps out of view and my heart races as I can tell he’s going into the kitchen.
I can’t let him see the horror in there. I dart beneath the tape and find him standing near the stove. The floor remains a damaged mess and I turn away, the coffee and donuts threatening to make a repeat appearance. “We need to leave. I can’t be here,” I say through shallow breaths. He is trying to help get me some semblance of closure. It’s sweet, in a morbid way, but it is far too much for me to handle. “Please, Dean. Let’s go.”
I’m going to pass out again in the place I swore I couldn’t go back to. My ears barely register the sound of a car door slamming and heavy footfalls on the driveway. I reach for Dean’s hand, to drag him out of here when the last person I want to hear yells, “Do not move.”





Chapter 6

COLD SWEAT BREAKS out under my arms and my hands shake. I close my eyes and pray that the officer won’t shoot us for trespassing. For a fleeting moment, I wonder, can you trespass in your own house? Then I remember hearing rumors around school about kids getting arrested for just standing around the grounds. Because they have quotas to fill and Westby is usually peaceful and quiet. They have to make up crimes to justify all the money the town pays them.
“Turn around slowly,” the officer orders.
My shoes squeak on the tile of the kitchen floor as I turn to face him. I lose track of Dean as my gaze meets the officer’s. He keeps his gun leveled. Not at me but at Dean. “Move toward me, son.”
I hear footsteps as Dean shuffles across the kitchen and toward where I stand. My hands still tremble as he comes up level with my shoulders. Out of the corner of my eye I see him give the officer a defiant look, with his chin jutting out.
“Please, we weren’t doing anything.” The words come out in a rasp and the sweat pools in the small of my back. Isn’t this man supposed to be getting the truth about my mother’s murder?
“You broke into a crime scene,” he answers, finally lowering the weapon.
“It’s her house, Officer,” Dean argues.
I want to tell him to stop talking, to stop defending me. I’ve gotten him in enough trouble as it is. I’m sure he regrets asking me out to coffee now.
“Put your hands behind your back and turn around,” he orders Dean.
My heart hammers in my chest a fraction slower as Dean complies without a word. I can’t repress a shiver as the officer slaps the metal cuffs around Dean’s wrists. From somewhere—I can’t see where—he produces a second set of handcuffs and the bottom drops out of my stomach. The icy sense of fear at being caught doing something wrong is replaced by an intense heat as a new kind of panic sets in. The kind involving a criminal record. Why does this fill me with more emotion than the loss of my mother? “You, too,” he says.
With robotic motions, I turn and place my hands behind my back. The cuffs are cool against my skin and I feel my pulse thrumming against them as they constrict my movement. With a firm yank, the officer drags us outside to his waiting vehicle. He ducks my head as I slide into the back seat behind the driver side. Dean scoots in next to me. In the few moments we are alone, I turn to him.
“This is all my fault,” I blurt.
He looks at me and I expect him to agree with me. To be angry that I’ve ruined his life and his perfect image. “I convinced you to come here, Megan. If anyone is taking the blame, it’s me.”
“But you have college and everything ahead of you,” I remind him.
He shrugs both his shoulders, wincing at the awkward angle. “If it means helping you get closure on losing your mom, it’s worth whatever they throw at me. Besides, community service looks good on college applications.”
Not this way it doesn’t!
“I advise both of you to keep your mouths shut until we get to the station,” the officer barks as he settles behind the wheel.
As I try to formulate some semblance of a plan, I realize he failed to do one very important thing. “Hey, you didn’t read us our rights,” I say as we pull into the parking lot of the police station.
“I told you not to talk,” he replies, ignoring the substance of my words.
“He can’t make anything stick if he didn’t read us our rights,” I insist to Dean as the officer climbs out of the driver seat and rounds the back of the car. Uncle Jim made sure both Cathy and I understood that point from a young age.
“It’s all going to be okay, Megan,” Dean says, futilely trying to grab my hand.
I watch him lead Dean away and I’m left sitting in the car alone. The dampness under my arms and at the small of my back makes me uncomfortable, sending fresh chills down my arms and legs. I want to go back to before all of this. When my mother was alive, and my father wasn’t missing. Where all I had in my future was community college and staying at home. Why did everything have to change?
“Come on, let’s go,” the officer’s voice interrupts my thoughts and I scoot out of the car, stumbling when my feet hit pavement.
I feel my phone buzz with a text message in my front pocket but with my hands bound behind me, I can’t check it. The officer makes a move to grab it but stops as Officer Campbell appears at the front entrance.
“What’s going on here?” he asks, locking gazes with his partner.
“He didn’t read me my rights.” The words fall out of my mouth. Maybe he’ll listen.
“That true?” He crosses his arms over his chest and plants himself in our path. If we want to go inside, we have to go through him.
“I caught her and another kid breaking into a crime scene.”
“That doesn’t answer the question of whether you appropriately read them their Miranda rights.”
I can’t see his face, but I hear the annoyed huff and feel the breath against the nape of my neck. Officer Campbell motions for his partner to hand over the keys to the handcuffs. I feel him step away and, in a moment, my hands swing to my sides, no longer confined by the harsh metal.
“Megan were you back at your house?” his tone lacks any accusation. More curiosity.
“Yes,” I admit.
“I’ll handle it from here,” he says to his partner. He gestures for me to go inside, never laying a hand on me.
The anxiety of walking back into the police station in handcuffs for the whole world to see recedes as we march down that dim hall. We pass the first interrogation room on the right and I see Dean sitting there in silence, his hands now cuffed in front of him.
“Have a seat in here. Do you want something to drink? Water maybe?” Officer Campbell offers.
I perch on the edge of the hard-backed chair in the second interrogation room. I don’t know why they need labels. I still feel as small as I did the day before across the hall. And yet, this room feels harsher, less hospitable. Maybe it’s the two-way glass directly in front of me. Or maybe that’s why they put the labels. Words have meaning and power. Knowing I was in the interrogation room meant there was more danger, more risk to my freedom.
“No,” I finally respond to his offer of a drink.
“We’re going to need to have a conversation about what happened today, you understand that, don’t you?” His notepad and pen sit between us, ready to take down every word I say.
I glance to my left, knowing full well I can’t see through walls to tell what Dean is saying to Officer Campbell’s partner. I sigh and turn back to the man across from me. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble.”
He nods and gives me a sad smile. “Let’s start with what made you go there with your friend?”
“I don’t know.” I know I should tell the truth but that means throwing Dean under the bus and while he may want to protect me, I can’t let him take all the blame “We were having coffee and I told him that my mother died and he wanted to help me get closure.”
“You understand that your house is a crime scene right now. You can’t be there. No one but the police can.”
I nod and avert my gaze. “My friend was just trying to help me. I knew it was wrong. I should have done more to stop him.” My fingers flex and I reach out to take the officer’s hand. “Please, don’t do anything to him. He was careful and didn’t touch anything. I swear.”
“We’re going to have to take his fingerprints to exclude them from the scene now.”
“Are you going to charge us?”
“Here’s the thing, Megan, in a way, I’m glad you’re here. Because we need to talk about some things about what happened with your mother.”
His non-answer is explanation enough. We are going to be charged with something. I retract my hand from his and press myself back against the chair. “What things?”
“Well, so far, we’ve only found your fingerprints and DNA on your mother’s body.”
A low buzzing rings in my ears as he finishes speaking. That can’t be possible. Mom hugged me and Cathy that morning. She surely kissed Dad goodbye for work. How could only my DNA be there? “You’re wrong.”
“I know you are the one who called for the ambulance,” he begins.
“I tried to save my mother’s life!” The words echo in the tiny room, making me jump.
“And maybe you felt remorse afterward? Are you sure you found her that way?”
He was so nice before. Why is he treating me like a criminal now? My body moves without my brain giving it permission. I’m on my feet, pacing behind the chair, hands balling into fists so tight, my forearms ache with the effort. Does he just want a closure for his case so he looks good? Even if it’s not the right answer to who took my mother’s life? “Why would I want to kill my mother? She loves me! And my whole family. We were happy. Everything was great before this happened. Now, I don’t know what’s going to happen to me or my sister. I feel …”
“How do you feel, Megan?” He stays seated, his voice calm and even. My outburst doesn’t faze him.
I can’t stop thinking he’s trying to pull a good-cop-bad-cop routine on me by himself. To throw me off balance and say something I don’t mean. It shouldn’t be legal for officers to treat people that way. I try to think through his accusation. That I would have done something to hurt my mother. It seems absurd. But beyond that, there are things he doesn’t say that would make a stronger case. My fingerprints weren’t found on the murder weapon. Then again, I didn’t even know what the weapon was.
“Megan? Can you tell me what you’re feeling right now?” he repeats.
“I feel empty. Like the world is just wrong. This is wrong. I’d never hurt her.”
“Do you know of anyone who would want to hurt her?”
“No one would want to hurt her. That’s just ridiculous. She’s a great person.” A pause and then, “Was a great person. I can’t get the sight of her laying on the floor covered in blood out of my head. I want it to go away but it’s there, every time I close my eyes reminding me how I failed her.”
I force myself to sit back down and look him directly in the eye. “If you are going to charge me, go ahead. My life is ruined already. But I don’t see what you have to connect me to it.”
Before he speaks, a hard knock on the door pulls his attention. He pushes his chair back and crosses to the door, opening it just enough to stick his head out and converse in low whispers without whoever is on the other side. When he turns back to face me, he pushes the door wide open and gestures for me to leave.
“We’re not going to be pressing any charges at this time. But you need to make yourself available if we have more questions. And Megan, you need to promise me you and your friend won’t be going back to the house.”
“Okay. I promise.”
I start down the hallway, pausing at the other interrogation room. It is empty. I wonder if Dean has already left. His car is still at the house and Uncle Jim’s is at the coffee shop. I slink out to the lobby to find Dean sitting, waiting for me.
“I am so sorry,” I profess to him as he stands up.
“I made you go. It’s my fault. But they aren’t charging me. Just let me off with a warning to stay away.”
He takes a step toward the exit when the doors burst open, slamming hard against the walls and Uncle Jim barrels through. His face is beet red and his eyes rake over every face until he lands on mine.
“Megan, what do you think you’re pulling going back there?” He yells, not seeming to care who hears him.
“I’m sorry, Uncle Jim. It just sort of happened,” I mumble.
“Sir, it was my fault. I convinced her to go,” Dean pipes up. His shoulders are squared, and his head held high. He’s not afraid of Uncle Jim in this state.
He’s far braver than me. I’ve never seen Uncle Jim so furious. Behind us, I hear Officer Campbell’s voice. “You can take her home.” He’s obviously addressing Uncle Jim.
Uncle Jim turns his back on Dean and points to me and then outside the station. I hang my head, feeling no bigger than a mouse as I shuffle out under the judgmental gazes of the police in the station. To my surprise, Uncle Jim’s car sits in a nearby parking spot. I see Cathy huddled in the backseat.
“We will talk about this when we get home,” he barks.
My mouth goes dry and I climb in beside my sister. She’s pale and her eyes are red rimmed from crying. “Did you see it?” she whispers as Uncle Jim puts the car in drive and peels out of the parking lot.
“It was a mistake to go there,” I said in a barely audible tone.
Cathy shakes her head and nudges her phone across the seat toward me. “The text.”
What text? The missed text message as I was being led into the station comes back to me. I still shiver at the thought the officer was going to reach into my pocket without permission to take the phone. I pulled it out of my pocket now and see a message from Dad. I don’t let the sense of relief wash over me yet. The terrified expression on Cathy’s face tells me it may not be good news. Swiping to unlock the screen, I open the text and stare at the words there: “You’re Uncle Jim’s problem now.”





Chapter 7

“DAD DIDN’T SEND THAT,” I insist to my sister.
“Yes, he did. It’s from his number. He sent it to both of us,” Cathy wails, her face red and blotchy with tears and emotion.
“It can’t be from Dad. He would never say something like that. He would never call us a problem. It must be a mistake. Or a code or something.” My mind refuses to accept that my father, the man who lovingly urged me to go on more dates with Dean because he wants to see me happy, could have sent such a cruel message to his daughters. “Have you tried to text him back?”
“He doesn’t want to hear from us, Megan. Isn’t that obvious?” she spits back at me as the car pulls into Uncle Jim’s driveway.
I wonder if he got the same message, or a variation, from Dad. I lean forward to ask but he’s been silent the whole short trip. His face is still red, and I see in his reflection in the rearview mirror that he presses his lips into a thin line. Now is not the time to ask him questions. So, I slump back against the seat, the seatbelt digging into my collarbone. Uncle Jim cuts the engine and climbs out of the car. Cathy slinks after him, leaving me alone in the car. I know I have to go in and explain myself to both of them. A wave of exhaustion crashes over me as I sit there staring at the message from my father. Words he would never say. It is a code. It has to be.
“Megan, get inside, now!” Uncle Jim bellows from the front door.
I have no time to ponder what the real message is as I unbuckle the belt and rub at the sore spot on my neck from where it dug in. I stow my phone in my pocket and trudge up the driveway and into the house. Cathy disappears from view as I step inside. The clang of keys on granite jolts me to look up and I watch Uncle Jim lean on the countertop, his keys beneath his fist.
“I’m sorry,” I say softly, hoping to avoid another angry outburst for him. In my entire eighteen years of knowing Uncle Jim, I’d never seen him act that way. He’d always been so kind, soft-spoken, even when I was a little girl.
“What possessed you to go back there?” He doesn’t look at me, but I can see his entire body shaking.
“Dean was just trying to help, honest. I didn’t tell him everything. Not the details. But he was worried about me. I didn’t really think—"
“No, you didn’t think,” he cuts me off. “Your house is an active crime scene, Megan. You cannot just go back there whenever you want. And frankly, I can’t understand why you’d ever want to set foot in that house again after what you saw. What you went through.”
The anger in his tone ebbs by the end of his statement. He is right. Of course he’s right. I never wanted to go back there. Yet, I’d let a boy I barely know convince me it was a good idea. Maybe I didn’t know Dean after all. Maybe I’d idealized and romanticized him. But, if he had darker motives, he wouldn’t have tried to take all the blame for it. Confusion twisted my stomach into knots, and I regretted the coffee from earlier.
“I didn’t mean to go inside. But, don’t you want to know what really happened. Don’t you need to know?” I do.
He turns slowly, like every slight twitch of muscle pains him, to look at me. “Your mother was one of my greatest friends. I cannot put into words what losing her means. Not now. Maybe not ever. So yes, I want to know what really happened to take such a good woman from this world. But it isn’t my case, and I can’t just insert myself because of my rank.”
I swallow, my mouth dry and my throat scratchy. “That’s all I was trying to do. Understand what happened. The police asked me questions. They said things that didn’t make any sense.”
“Did they arrest you?”
“Yes and no. They let me go, but the first officer didn’t follow the rules. He didn’t read us our rights. So, Officer Campbell let it go.”
“You got damn lucky, Megan.”
I’d never heard him swear, either. But then, maybe grief did different things to different people. Every five minutes Cathy breaks down and all I manage to feel most of the time is empty. Maybe the anger helps him process it.
“I know. But they said only my fingerprints and DNA were on her body. But I know she hugged and kissed Dad and Cathy that morning, too.”
“They can’t possibly think you had anything to do with it!” His voice echoed in the kitchen as that anger bubbled to the surface again. At least this time it isn’t directed at me.
“They asked me questions about my relationship with her. Why I might want to hurt her. It didn’t make sense.” I rub at my wrists, the phantom feeling of the cuffs pressing against them, digging into flesh, still too real in my memory.
“Absolutely ridiculous,” he says again, his voice softer again. Like a roller coaster. Maybe that’s what grief really is. A rollercoaster no one truly prepares you for.
“Uncle Jim, I got a text from Dad. So did Cathy.” I still need to decipher his message, but I need to know if Uncle Jim knows what it says.
“He finally got in touch?” His shoulders sag with his words. Like he expected something like this would happen. But that doesn’t make any more sense than the police accusing me of murder.
“He says we’re your problem now.” The words catch in my throat and I have to cough to get them out.
“Doesn’t sound like your dad,” he says, rubbing at his chin with one hand.
“I told Cathy the same thing. He’d never say something like that. That’s not who Dad is. It has to be some sort of message. Maybe whoever hurt Mom has Dad and he’s trying to let us know he’s in trouble or something,” I suggest.
“I wouldn’t expect him to use words like that, but we did have an agreement that if something happened to your parents, I would become your legal guardian until you and your sister were both of legal age.”
“You did? When did that happen?”
“After your sister was born. This is a discussion the three of us should be having. Go get your sister. We need to have a talk.”


I find Cathy laying on the bed in the guest room, her head buried under a pillow. Her phone sits on the floor, discarded. I can hear soft sniffling coming from under the pillowcase as I sit down. Time to be the big sister again.
“Cathy, come on. Uncle Jim needs to talk to us about what Dad said.”
“Because he doesn’t want us either?” she mumbles from her hiding spot.
I reach over and tug the pillow off her head. I can see a mix of dried tears and snot on her face. She rubs at it futilely and sits up. I hand her a tissue and she blows her nose. I was so worn out the night before, I passed out to sleep, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d cried in her sleep. There shouldn’t be that many tears in a human body to shed. I feel like my tear ducts have all but dried up at this point.
“Uncle Jim is supposed to be our guardian if something happens to Mom and Dad. He wants to explain it. Now, come on. You need to pull yourself together.”
“Our mother just died. Was murdered. I think I have a right to fall apart,” she growls at me.
“Right, sorry,” I mutter.
“And how could you just go off on a date with Dean after everything?”
My brow furrows with fresh confusion. “You told me to go, remember? You said Mom would want us to keep living. So yeah, I went for coffee. And I got arrested because of it.” I stand before she has time to respond and close the distance to the door. “Now come on.”
I join Uncle Jim at the dining room table. He’s spread out the pages of a document along its smooth surface. Cathy appears, looking more presentable than she had a few minutes ago and sits across from me.
“I know the last day has been unimaginable for you girls. It has been for me, too.”
“I’ve never seen you so angry,” I say. Maybe Dean’s therapist father was right about grief.
“No one should be so brutally taken from this world like that. Most especially not in front of their children.” His gaze goes unfocused and his jaw goes slack. I want to ask what he’s remembering but can’t bring myself to break the silence. Cathy seems too focused on her own sadness to notice his solo trip down memory lane.
“What’s all this?” I gesture to the papers spread out between us.
“It’s the copy of the agreement with your parents. I’m not a lawyer but it was drawn up by one. A good one. I’ve put a call in to them to see about coming over to review it to see if they think a judge would interpret what’s happened to mean that the requirements for guardianship have been met.”
“Mom’s dead, isn’t that enough?” I ask, knowing that if that were the case, he would have told us about it sooner.
“No. It has to be both parents are either deceased or incapable of taking care of you girls.”
“He’ll come back.” The insistence in my tone surprises me.
“And he may very well come back. But right now, he’s not here, and it sounds like from the message he sent you girls that he’s not capable of taking care of you right now.”
“Is the lawyer even working? It’s Saturday,” Cathy pipes up through a sniffle.
“For this sort of situation, people work every day of the week, Catherine.”
I pull the sheet of paper sitting in front of Uncle Jim toward me to study the neatly typed text. He’s drawn an asterisk and run a highlighter over it, clearly not caring that he’s written on a legal document. I skim the text, but the words only barely register.
In the event of the death or incapacity of the undersigned, the following individual, being of sound mind and over eighteen years of age, will hereby be appointed as the legal guardian for all minor children, in existence at the time of this agreement or thereafter born: James Nixon.
It was cold, legal jargon but it was clear enough in its meaning. I grab at the other pages spread out, hunting for the signature page. Until I lay eyes on both of their names on this document, I refuse to believe that Dad meant for this to be the case. That he could just discard us. I love Uncle Jim, but he isn’t Dad. He never will be. I find the signature page across the table and there in harsh black pen strokes are Mom and Dad’s printed names and signatures. I’ve seen them write them enough times to know they are real.
“Why can’t he take care of us now?” I don’t mean to ask the question aloud. I don’t expect anyone to have the answer.
“Because he just lost his wife. And Megan, you’re already eighteen. You don’t need a legal guardian anymore,” Uncle Jim’s voice sounds more like the familiar one I grew up with and less like the one that raged without warning earlier. He pats my hand. “This isn’t how any of us expected this document to come into play, but we are here now. You will always have a home with me. For however long you need or want it.”
“And if I don’t want to go to school?”
“Your choices are your own. If you feel you can’t go even to community college right now, that is perfectly fine. I will caution you that if you let your grief linger too long, you risk not being able to move past it.” He gets that faraway look again.
I want to ask him about it, but it feels rude to do it now. Cathy sits silent across the table from me, staring at her hands. I don’t want to push her either, but I need to know that I’m still needed here. The idea of leaving Westby terrifies me almost as much as life without my parents in it. But a realization dawns on me. I don’t have a home here anymore. It died right along with my mother.
“What do you want me to do?” I finally let the question verbalize.
“Anything I say is going to just come back to bite me,” she answers in a low grumble.
“It won’t. Cathy, you’re my sister and I care what you think. You still have two more years of school here.”
Our gazes meet and she isn’t the sister I’ve always known. She has her face and wears her clothes but the uncertainty in her gaze is not the Cathy I’ve watched grow up with me. “I don’t know what I want, other than I want Dad to come home and to make this all make sense. Can you do that?”
I want to promise her all those things, but I also know that I am not a miracle worker. Still, there is one thing I can do to try and make my sister’s world find balance and equilibrium again.
“I’m going to try,” I announce, standing up and marching from the room. I need to be alone for what I’m about to do. I can’t stand the thought of seeing Cathy’s disappointment if my plan fails. I make it upstairs to the bedroom before pulling out my phone.
I ignore the missed texts from Dean and bring up Dad’s number in my speed dial. I press “Call” and wait as the line rings. I’m expecting it to go to voicemail again, like it did last night, but the line picks up. I can hear breathing on the other end but no words.
“Dad?”





Chapter 8

I LISTEN, trying to pick up any noises in the background that might tell me where he is or if he’s in trouble. He doesn’t say anything, but if he’s picked up the phone, I know he can hear me.
“Dad, I know you’re there. Please, you have to come home. I know you didn’t mean that text you sent. You couldn’t ever think we are anyone’s problem. Please, Daddy, we need you to come home.”
The line crackles with static but he still doesn’t speak. My plan is falling to pieces with every second that ticks by without a word from him. I don’t know how else to convince him to talk to me. Then, after a prolonged pause which makes me question whether the call is still connected, “Don’t call this number again.”
The line goes dead and the phone falls from my hand, landing with a clatter on the floor. I don’t bother checking to see if it’s damaged. For a split second, my brain argues with itself, insisting that the voice on the other end of the line wasn’t my father. But it is his voice. He sounds tired, but I would know the timbre of his voice anywhere.
I barely register the sounds from down below me. Of the car door opening and closing and the knocking on the front door. My father’s words echo in my head, going around and round on a loop, distracting me from the world around me.
“Megan,” Cathy’s voice is hoarse as she stands in the doorway.
I can’t look at her. “What now?” I sink to my knees on the floor, letting the exhaustion and the grief take hold again, making me feel numb. Maybe that’s better than feeling hurt. Because at least then, there’s no pain.
“Uncle Jim’s lawyer friend is downstairs. She says she wants to talk to us.”
“What’s there to talk about? Isn’t it her job to just read the contract and decide if it’s valid or whatever?”
“I don’t know, but she said she needs to talk to both of us.” She closes the gap between us and offers her hand.
The thought of touching my sister after what I’d heard makes me ill and I wave her away. I can’t share this news with her or anyone. Not yet. I still need to make sense of it first. Swallowing back the bile, I push myself to my feet, and let her lead me back to the dining room.
The contract is stacked neatly in a pile and a woman with jet black hair and sharp hazel eyes sits at the table where Cathy had sat before. She looks younger than Uncle Jim, but maybe a little older than Mom. I’m not very good with guessing ages.
“Girls, this is Sheila Gray, the attorney I told you about. She’d like to ask you some questions,” Uncle Jim says. The skin under his eyes is dark, showing the signs that he’s not slept well. How did I miss that before?
I take the seat I’d had before, and Cathy sits beside me. She reaches for my hand and I’m too slow to avoid it. She squeezes tight, her fingers and palms sweaty against my skin. She’s nervous, just like me. I try to tell myself that we are in this together and I’m not alone, no matter how distant I feel emotionally from the people around me.
“First of all, I just want to say how very sorry I am for your loss. It is unimaginable what you two are going through.” Her voice carries a hint of an Irish accent and my mind wanders, trying to decipher how long ago she may have left Ireland. “Jim hasn’t told me everything, but enough to know that we have to determine whether it’s worth going before a judge to make sure you two are taken care of.”
“He said since I’m eighteen, it doesn’t apply to me,” I say, my voice sounding strained in my ears.
“That is likely true, but we need to be sure that Catherine is looked after. So, can you tell me what contact has been like with you father?”
“He texted us that Uncle Jim should take care of us,” I reply before Cathy can pull out the text to contradict the description of his message.
“Those were his exact words?” Sheila gives Uncle Jim a look that tells me she knows different.
“He said we’re Uncle Jim’s problem now,” Cathy butts in.
Sheila looks to me for confirmation. I can only nod, feeling hot tears burn the back of my eyes. She scribbles notes on a legal pad and looks over to Uncle Jim. “And did you receive any similar communication from him?”
“Not as such, no. But, when Megan told me about the text message, it made me remember the agreement we signed right after she was born. I’ve heard nothing from him since yesterday. I’d intended to stop by his office today just to see if I could find anything about where he’d gone. The officers handling the case indicated he wasn’t there yesterday.” Uncle Jim sounds winded by the end of his statement. It didn’t seem possible for a man of his size to be out of breath after just saying a few sentences.
“And have any of you had any other reason to believe that your father is now incapable of taking care of you? Anything that might indicate he is giving up his parental responsibilities in any way?”
“No,” Cathy answers.
My mouth hangs open. I don’t want to share the phone call with Dad. I’m not ready, and yet, this woman sitting across the table from me is forcing it out of me, almost by magic. “He told me to stop calling him.”
My lips feel cracked and painful as I wet them with my tongue. All eyes fall to me and I know I can’t keep quiet any longer. “I tried calling him again before you came. I thought I could convince him to come home and make things right. But he just told me to stop calling him.”
“Are you sure it was Dad?” Cathy’s voice is soft. That note of hope is there, resonating with the piece of me that wishes none of this is real.
“It was him.” My voice is hollow, defeated. The emotional part of me wants to argue that he will come back because he’s Dad. That’s what he does. But the rational part of me sees the signals he is sending. The text, the call. The fact he’s been missing since before Mom was murdered. Those are not the actions of a man who has nothing to hide or who is going to be there to pick up the pieces of his broken family. Maybe he does want Uncle Jim to look after us after all.
“When were you going to tell me?” Cathy’s voice cracks and she buries her face in her hands.
Uncle Jim’s fists tighten on the table and color warms his cheeks again. I wince in preparation for another tirade like at the police station. His anger terrifies me almost as much as the uncertainty that lays ahead. Maybe leaving isn’t a bad idea. But, the anger ebbs out of Uncle Jim in seconds.
“I was going to tell you both once I figured out why he’d say that. There is something going on with him. I know there is. Something he can’t tell us because he’s scared or something. I don’t know. But I guess I just didn’t want it to be true. I wanted to keep believing in our family. Mom is gone. We can’t change that, but I thought there was a chance he’d come home to us if he could just hear my voice.”
Sheila scribbles something else on her notepad I can’t read and sets down her pen. She folds her hands in front of her. “Again, I can’t imagine what you are going through. I can tell you that I think we have a strong case to go before a judge to ensure that Jim gets custody of Catherine. He will still be financially responsible for you, Megan, if you decide to pursue higher education. That’s written into the agreement, too.”
“What happens if this is all a big misunderstanding and he comes back?” I press. That tiny nugget of hope that Cathy fanned last night is catching in me. Everything seems lost but maybe, just maybe, there is a shot in the dark.
“I’d of course step aside once he proved he was able to look after you,” Uncle Jim says.
“But it’s important we get you girls some stability right now. I’m also happy to help with your mother’s will,” Sheila offers, passing me a card with elegant gold-embossed text and the scales of justice nestled between her first and last name. The card stock is firm beneath my fingers.
“Thanks” I murmur.
“Did Mom even have a will?” Cathy’s words are stronger this time. There’s no hitch in her breath.
“If she did, it would be at the house. Where we can’t go without the police arresting us.” Again.
“We’ll get that sorted out, too.” Sheila faces Uncle Jim again. “Of course, you know I’m doing all of this pro bono.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You know I can pay for your services,” he argues.
“Please, let me do this for an old friend.”
The color that tinges his cheeks this time is clearly embarrassment rather than anger. It is paler and more widespread and less splotchy. “Thank you. We appreciate your generosity in this hard time.”
“Have you thought about funeral services?” Her question comes out in a whisper.
“She’s only been dead a day!” My voice bounces off the walls around us.
“Forgive me, dear. I only meant to offer support. I know that planning for an unexpected loss can feel like a lot of details. I truly meant no disrespect.”
“Can we even have a funeral? If they won’t let us have her body?” I’m on my feet before I know what’s happening.
“You can have a closed casket funeral,” Sheila answers, her eyes going wide as she watches me.
The image of an empty casket flashes before me. It feels like a fraud, like we’re hiding things. Again, my heart and head are at war. I want to keep the details private. But I can’t help thinking the whole town knows she was taken from us by violence we couldn’t stop.
“We have time to decide on funeral arrangements, once you girls have had more time to process the loss.” Uncle Jim stands, towering over all of us, and gestures toward the kitchen. “Sheila, why don’t I walk you out. We can try to get before a judge Monday morning, first thing.”
They leave Cathy and I in the dining room alone. “I really was going to tell you,” I blurt.
“I hate this. I hate thinking he’d leave us. But everything he’s doing shows he is. How could we be so wrong about the man who raised us?”
This isn’t the man who raised us. “I don’t know, Cathy. I wish I did. I can’t say that we’ll get answers eventually. I mean, what do the police even have to go on?”
“Evidence. I don’t know. I mean, wasn’t there like a weapon or something?”
I’d been so focused on Mom I hadn’t paid attention to the surroundings. And anything that would have been of interest, the police already took. “I don’t know. If there was, the police would have it, but what if they don’t find anything else from it?”
“Of course they will. They have like DNA and fingerprints and stuff.”
“They said that my fingerprints were the only ones on Mom’s body. But that doesn’t make any sense to me.”
“When did they tell you that?’
“At the station, when they arrested me for being at the house. She kissed you goodbye in the morning, right?”
“I … I didn’t actually see her that morning. I left early to meet up with the theater kids before class. I thought I might have a chance of running into Brady. It was stupid and I missed saying goodbye to her.”
If I’d been wrong about Mom interacting with Cathy the day of her death, maybe I’d been wrong about Dad, too. Maybe he hadn’t kissed her goodbye. Maybe she’d showered after he left and washed away possible evidence that she’d interacted with other people.
“You couldn’t have known,” I remind her and pull her tight.
She doesn’t shy away from my embrace. So different from how I felt only hours ago. How I hadn’t wanted that physical connection with my little sister. But she was all I had left of my world from before Mom was ripped away from us.
“I am going to make you a promise, Cathy. I’m not going anywhere until you graduate.”
“Don’t be stupid. You’re going away to college. You’re going to do something big and important with your life. If you want to be my big sister and a role model and prove to me that life is worth living after all this, do that.”
The last time I’d done something she’d begged me to as her big sister, I’d ended up in handcuffs. But I also found it impossible to tell her no. Ever since we were little kids, whatever my baby sister wanted, she got because it was my job as the big sister to look out for her.
“I’ll try,” I say. It’s all I can manage. “I’ve missed all the deadlines for fall semester.”
“So, you take classes this summer and apply in the fall for the next year. Maybe you can get all your easy classes out of the way.”
She wants me to keep living my life. It won’t be the same as before, but it also doesn’t sound impossible “How about you? How are you doing?”
“Some minutes it seems like the world is ending, others, I feel like it’s not real. I haven’t told anyone. I want to, but how do you explain something so big. Mom’s gone and she’s never coming back. Ever.”
“I didn’t tell Dean all the details. Maybe I should have. I mean, he saw the house so he knows it was something bad. But, then he wouldn’t have wanted to take me to the house to get closure. We wouldn’t have gotten arrested.”
Cathy gives a soft laugh. “Some first date, huh?”
Her weak laughter is infectious, and I break into giggles, too. “I guess it was. He probably hates me now. He texted earlier but I didn’t read them.”
She makes the “give me your phone” gesture. I hold out both hands. “It’s upstairs.”
She wipes at her eyes and I can see bruises beginning to form beneath them from all the rubbing she’s doing. Soon, if she keeps this up, she’s going to look like she’s gotten black eyes. “Let’s go get it, because he doesn’t hate you.”
“You don’t know that. He probably freaked out when he realized how close he came to serious criminal charges threatening his college sports career.” I don’t really believe my own words. But my mind is so used to self-sabotaging everything the thought of even having something I could call a love life, I can’t stop the words from coming.
Uncle Jim is nowhere to be seen and I don’t see Sheila’s car from the upstairs window as we head to the bedroom. My phone sits on the floor where I left it. I scoop it up and unlock it, passing it to Cathy without opening the messages.
Cathy gives a loud, exaggerated gasp which forces me to snatch the phone back. Dean’s messages are short: “You okay?” and “I’m here if you want to talk.”
“He doesn’t hate you,” Cathy says in a sing-song voice. I savor the upbeat moment from her, knowing she will dissolve into tears at any second.
“Maybe not, but I’m not ready to talk to him.” I throw myself down on the bed and curl up beneath the blankets. “I just want to sleep.”
Cathy crawls under the covers beside me, snuggling up close like we did when we were little. “Are we really going to be okay?”
“I hope so. Uncle Jim will look after us,” I tell her.
She falls into a deep sleep almost instantly, her snores buzzing in my ear and her breath brushing the nape of my neck and my shoulder. I try to follow her to that deep slumber, hopefully free of dreams and visions of dead bodies. Yet, I can’t shake the feeling I know I’ll be haunted by my mother for a long time to come.


“Someone help me, please!” I yell as blood cascades over my arms and onto my shirt. It sticks to my bare legs and is in my hair. Mom lays beneath me, glassy-eyed and unseeing. Maybe she’s already dead but I can’t stop trying. No one comes to help me. Not the police, not the paramedics.
“You’re not doing any good there,” Dad’s voice calls from a distance.
“Daddy, please, help me. I can’t stop it.” Tears stream down my face. Except they’re blood, too. It’s everywhere and as I speak, it fills my mouth, coating my teeth and my tongue, choking me with its coppery taste.
“I can’t help you. Why would I help you? You’re not my problem anymore.” I can’t see his face. I can’t look anywhere but at my mother.
“No, you’re here now. You have to help. Please.”
“Stop calling out for me. There’s nothing I can do for you. And she’s already gone. Give up already.” His words are cruel, his tone harsh. Not the man I know.
“There’s something wrong with you, you have to snap out of it,” I beg him.
He laughs in reply. High-pitched, maniacal laughter. Pain tightens around my wrists and I manage to rip my gaze away from my mother’s pallid features to see metal cuffs binding my wrists. I scream but no sound comes out of my mouth.
The world around me vanishes and I sit up in a cold sweat, feeling Cathy’s hand clinging to my arm in her sleep. I look around, dazed and confused. The sun is slowly setting through the windows. It had been late morning when Sheila left. Did I sleep all day?
I scramble for my phone and see that it is almost five o’clock. I fumble my way out of the blankets and pad down the hall to Uncle Jim’s room. It is empty and the bed doesn’t look slept in. I creep downstairs and find him standing in the kitchen by the coffee pot, staring at the contents with a perplexed expression.
“Uncle Jim?” I prompt.
He jumps and looks at me. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t hear you come down.”
“You let us sleep all day,” I tell him, moving to pull down two mugs from the cabinet.
“It’s Saturday and you’ve both been through so much. Did you manage to get some rest?’
I shrug. “I slept but had bad dreams.”
He pours the coffee into the waiting mugs. I follow him not to the dining room this time but the large library just beyond. It’s inviting with its warm jewel toned curtains and chairs. I’ve always wondered why he picked all those bold colors for a space that’s supposed to be about being calm and reading books. I’ve never had the courage or inclination to ask him.
“You dream of your mother?” It doesn’t carry any hint of anger or accusation. Just a fact. Like he’s dreamt of her, too.
“Dad was in it, too. Saying some variation of his phone call and text. I don’t understand why he’s acting this way. Did we do something to make him mad at us? Does he blame us for Mom dying?”
“Megan, sweetheart, I wish I knew what was going through your dad’s head right now. It would make all our lives easier. But one thing I know to be true with absolute certainty, you could never do anything wrong in his eyes. You could never drive him away. Whatever is happening now, it is not on you or your sister.”
I sip the coffee and let the warmth wash over me, chasing away the bad memories of the dream. Still, when I look down at my hands, I expect to see dark red stains. The numbness starts to crack, letting out a tiny wave of fear.
“I’m scared, Uncle Jim,” I whisper
He pats one of the orange cushions on the couch and sets his mug down on the low table in front of it. I set my mug down and curl up, knees pressed to my chest, leaning into his embrace.
“You have every right to be scared, Megan. I’m scared,” he says, stroking my hair.
The motion calms me and my eyes grow heavy with the pull of sleep, even though I’ve just napped the day away. Does grief do that to people? Rob them of all the energy they should have?
“You’re scared?” I repeat.
“You weren’t the only one who saw her in that kitchen. You never expect to see a good friend like that. Even with all of my years on the job, death never gets any easier.”
As I nestle deeper into his embrace, burying my face in his chest, I get up the courage to ask the questions I’ve been too scared to know before. “You said letting grief win makes it so you can’t move on. Did you lose someone before?”
Uncle Jim shifts and he pulls his arm from around me. He rubs at his left hand, drawing my attention to his ring finger. I’d never seen him wear a wedding ring but there’s a lot about his life before I was born I don’t know.
“My wife, Evelyn, died long before you were born. Your mother introduced us. We were good friends, the three of us. I got lost in my grief for a long time. But your mother brought me out of it. Reminded me that I had reasons to keep living because my Eve would have wanted me to.”
“What happened to her?”
“She took her own life.” His words wash over me, and I can’t help but gasp in horror.





Chapter 9

I DON’T KNOW how else to respond to the fact he’s lost someone so important to him. My jaw works, trying to form questions that my brain keeps rejecting. Maybe it’s a way to keep my own horrors from manifesting, but I keep coming back to the one thing he probably doesn’t want to tell me: how.
“I suspect you want to know the details,” he says, saving me from asking the question.
“It’s too personal. You don’t have to say anything,” I ramble but he waves it off.
“I’ve made my peace with it long ago. “ He picks up his mug and takes a fortifying gulp. “And if you can learn from how I dealt with that loss, to better get past your own grief, then I’d be selfish if I didn’t share it with you.”
I pick up my own mug and let the heat permeate my skin. I don’t want to think about death. I’m tired of thinking about death, and yet in this moment, when he’s about to tell me how he lost the woman he loved, I find a hint of excitement sparking my synapses, keeping me awake.
“Evelyn was a beautiful soul. She was artistic and charming. She loved painting and geology and sculpture. She was sort of a Jill of all trades, if you will. I loved her the moment I laid eyes on her,” he begins.
“I thought you were going to explain how she died,” I interrupt.
“To understand how we got there, you need to know where we began,” he says and holds up a hand to signal me to be quiet.
I drink my coffee and let him speak.
“As I said, I loved her from the moment I met her. There was just something about her that pulled me in and didn’t let go. She could look at a person and know what was in their heart, what they truly wanted out of life. It was a gift. Now, I’m not saying she was clairvoyant or anything of that nature. She didn’t believe in that sort of mysticism. But she did believe in the idea that everyone was connected and meant to do something specific with their life.”
Tears start to well in his eyes and he swipes them away with the back of one beefy hand. The image of this grown man crying at the happy memories of his dead wife unnerves me and I set my coffee down for fear of spilling it everywhere.
“Anyway, what I didn’t know back then was that she used drugs. Hallucinogens at that point. She later told me it helped inspire her art. It gave more clarity. She swore to me on our wedding day that she was clean and sober. And I believed her until the day she died. I came home early one afternoon to surprise her. It was our anniversary. We’d been married five years by then. It wasn’t that long in the grand scheme of things, but to us, it felt like a lifetime.”
“You found her, didn’t you?” I whisper.
“I did. She was in her painting studio out back. You know the shed that you girls were never allowed to play in?”
I’d long forgotten the shed in his back yard. The rest of the house is dazzling enough for a young child to behold. But the moment he mentioned it, I recalled it being off-limits. Cathy had been more eager to investigate it than I’d been. “That’s where she died? That’s why we couldn’t go there. Because of all the bad memories it holds.”
“Yes. I walked in to find her sitting in the chair with a needle in her arm.”
My brow furrows. “But can you do those kinds of drugs that way?”
“No. They found heroin in her blood. They couldn’t find any evidence that she’d done it before. It was possible she’d gotten a bad batch. I spent many years after that questioning the woman I’d married. I wondered if I’d been more vigilant, would she still be alive.”
“You said she took her own life. Did she leave like a note?” I hate myself for asking the question; for nitpicking the language he used to describe his loss.
“No, there was no note. It was ruled an accidental overdose. But she chose to put that needle in her arm, knowing it could lead to dire consequences. So, to me, she took her own life. Does that make sense?’
“Yes.”
“It wasn’t until your mother got in touch with me to tell me that she was pregnant with you, that I started to realize what I was missing by being angry all the time. And that’s the thing about grief; it brings out emotions you never expect.”
“What if it brings out no emotion?”
Uncle Jim gives me a sad look, the skin around his eyes pale, making the bruise colored bags under his eyes stand out more. “It will in time. And it won’t happen all at once or always be the same feeling.”
“I see you get angry and Cathy can’t stop crying and I can’t even do that. Am I broken?”
He pulls me into a tight embrace, and I lean into it, trying to find some bit of comfort. “Our minds do many things to protect us from pain. Both physical and emotional. Your sister is grieving the loss of the woman she loved, as am I. But you, you have to contend with the darkness of that loss in a different way.”
“Because I can’t stop seeing her there on the floor?” I sniffle into his shirt.
“Yes, because, as unfair as it is, your sister can mourn the memory of the woman that was. We must mourn the woman she was at the end.”
“How come you actually feel something then?”
“I suppose because this isn’t new territory for me. Someone your age should never have to carry such a burden. Just know that not feeling anything at all does not mean you aren’t processing this loss or that you’re broken in some way. It may hit you somewhere down the line, even years from now. They say it gets better with time but that’s not true, I’m afraid.” He strokes my hair and kisses the top of my head. “You simply get used to it. It becomes a part of your everyday existence to the point of not thinking about it every second of every day.”
“Do you think the police are going to find out what happened? Who really killed her?”
He sighs and unwraps his arm from around my shoulders. “I don’t doubt they are going to try, but I can’t promise it will be as thorough an investigation as we hope.”
“I’ve heard they arrest people just to meet quotas. And how could they possibly think I did it?” I ramble, downing the dregs of my now-lukewarm coffee.
“They aren’t all like that. But, I don’t disagree that some change would do them all a world of good. Unfortunately, I’m not the person to make that change.”
“But you’re a Sergeant. Don’t they have to listen to you?” I counter.
“Sometimes, rank doesn’t carry all the power you think it does. There are good cops on the force, but the ones who give them a bad name are protected by institutions I can’t hope to take on. Believe me, I’ve tried.”
If they fail to get to the bottom of what happened to my mother, then I may just have to take matters into my own hands. My future still feels unsettled, but a new picture is forming. Mom wanted me to have more in my life. Maybe I could do that for her to make sure she gets justice.
The doorbell blares through the house, disrupting our conversation. I jump at the noise as it vibrates down my spine. Uncle Jim pushes himself to his feet and starts for the front of the house. I trail him, anxiety beginning to rise in my chest, tightening it and making every breath difficult.
“You can’t possibly have more questions for them,” Uncle Jim says to whoever is at the door.
I peer around him to see Officer Campbell standing here. My head and heart are at war at the sight of him. I still can’t reconcile the kindness he showed me when he showed up to the house with the way he accused me of killing my own mother.
“I promise, I’m not here to arrest anyone. But we have some new information and we need to speak to Megan and Catherine about what we’ve discovered. Just an interview.”
“What information?” The words are out of my mouth before I realize I’m thinking them.
Officer Campbell cranes his neck around Uncle Jim’s broad frame to look at me. “It’s about your father.”





Chapter 10

I’M BEGINNING to hate the police station. Beside me, Catherine grips my hand as we follow Uncle Jim and Officer Campbell into the station. Sheila rises from one of the seats in the lobby and approaches us. What is she doing here?
“You really don’t need an attorney,” Officer Campbell says.
“I assume you will be speaking to the girls separately?” Sheila says.
He nods and she crosses her arms over her chest. “Well, Jim is Catherine’s legal guardian now and I’m here to provide support for Megan and given the stunt you pulled earlier, legal representation if needed.”
Officer Campbell sighs. “Sure. Of course. This way.”
Back we go to the hallway leading away from the reception area. My heart skips a beat as I glance at the empty interrogation rooms. The anger that bubbled up in me when I’d been accused of murder rages again, burning my throat with bile. I swallow it down as I take the seat offered to me.
Catherine casts me a scared, wide-eyed look as Uncle Jim ushers her off to the next room. I don’t know if I’ll be able to hear them unless Uncle Jim starts yelling but I don’t like being separated from my sister. I’m supposed to protect her from all this. I can’t do that if I don’t know what they are saying to her.
“Now, as I said, this is just an interview. A follow up to the conversation we had yesterday,” Officer Campbell says and sets a clear bag labeled “Evidence” on the table with a cell phone on it.
“Do you know where we found this phone?”
Hysterical laughter erupts from my lips. “I’m not a mind reader.”
Annoyance flashes across his face but he doesn’t otherwise react to my outburst. I try to take a deep breath and compose myself. Sheila scoots her chair a little closer to me.
“I know this is tough,” she whispers in my ear. “But you don’t want to give them anything they can even think about using against you.”
I suck in more air and the hysteria fades. I clear my throat and fold my hands in front of me. “I don’t know where that phone came from.” It looked nothing like my own phone. It was probably a model several years old.
“We found it in your father’s desk at his office.”
I blinked. “I haven’t been to his office since I was like ten. How would I know what he keeps in his desk?”
“You didn’t notice him taking calls at odd hours?”
“No. But he hadn’t been sleeping well lately. I attributed it to just general stress of work.”
“Because we were able to access the information on the phone and he’s been sending text messages and making calls at all hours of the night. Up until a couple of days ago.”
“You should ask him about all this,” I tell him.
“Believe me, we’d like to. But we still can’t reach him. Have you had any other contact with him?”
Sheila holds up a hand to silence me before I blurt out that my father has abandoned us. “You know they would have shared any contact with you. Are you trying to blame a child for not knowing her father’s whereabouts or late-night habits? Did you know everything your parents did when you were a teenager?”
“I’m just trying to determine why he would have a second phone, that’s all. Trying to piece things together.” He pushes the phone aside. “Can you tell me how he and your mother seemed in the days leading up to her death?’
“They were fine. Everything was fine. We were all happy.”
“Nothing seemed out of the ordinary? They didn’t argue or anything? Maybe about him spending time away from the family?”
“No, they didn’t. They never argued. They loved each other and me and Cathy. We were their whole world. I helped her make pie and he told me to go on a date with a boy because he wanted me to be happy. He was laughing and joking around like he always did. They both did,” I huff in one long breath.
“So, he wasn’t having an affair or something of that nature?”
His words make me grind my teeth and black spots pop in my vision. He can’t be serious. “He wasn’t having an affair. He loved my mother. He’d never hurt her like that.”
“Like Ms. Gray said, we don’t always know our parents as well as we think.”
“It’s Attorney,” Sheila interjects sharply.
“My apologies,” he says but I can tell by his flat tone he doesn’t mean it.
“My father wasn’t having an affair,” I repeat firmly.
“Okay. I believe you.” He rubs his chin. “Megan, are you absolutely sure you don’t know where he could have gone?”
“I wish I knew,” I answer in exasperation. I know I should tell him about the call with Dad, but it won’t prove anything. It was a short call and all he told me was to stop calling him.
“Right, well, if you have any contact with him at all, you need to tell us right away.”
“What were the texts about?” I blurt. I need to know why they would say my father would cheat on my mother. Even given everything I’d observed about my father in the last forty-eight hours, I couldn’t believe he would do that to her.
“I’m not at liberty to disclose that.”
“How am I supposed to help you if I don’t know what they said. If he does get in touch, maybe I can get him to admit to it or something,” I suggest wildly. And I just want to know what they have. They can’t just tell me about texts that make them think he’s a terrible person and not expect me to want to know what they say.
“Setting up meeting times mostly. Going back almost a year.”
“Whatever it is, you’re wrong. It’s not an affair,” I tell him as the wind goes out of my sails.
“I think we’re done here,” Sheila says and stands, placing a firm hand on my shoulder to guide me from the room.
We return to the lobby, but Uncle Jim and Cathy are nowhere to be seen. They must still be in the other interview room. I wrap my arms around my torso to ward off a sudden chill. Sheila clasps her hands in her lap like I’d done in the interview room and watches the officers moving around just beyond the front desk.
“Do you think he did something wrong? My dad?” I whisper the words out of fear. Fear of being overheard. Fear of being right.
“I think they don’t know what is going on and they are trying to make sense of something that is always a senseless act.”
“What if they try to pin it on him because they can’t find him?’
She turns to me and pats my knee. “Not everyone gets justice, Megan. If we did, we’d be living in a very different world.”
“But they can’t just do that, blame him, can they?’
“They can try to make their case. But if there’s no one to charge, they can just issue a warrant for his arrest and whenever he does show up again, he’d be subject to being brought before a judge to answer for his whereabouts. Then they could speak to him about where he was the day your mother was killed.”
“They don’t even have a weapon. They asked me if I’d seen anything and I hadn’t. Can they even say he did without a weapon?’
She holds up her hand. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Some of the police in this department would cut corners to close a case, but I don’t think any of them would purposely fabricate evidence just to get a conviction.”
“How is any of that fair? Or right?”
Her face falls and her lips turn into a frown. “It’s not, love. But this life rarely is for anyone.”
“But they’re supposed to protect and serve us. How is this doing any of those? How is accusing me of doing it living up to those ideals?”
“Because the system is flawed and, in some places, it’s broken. But folks have been trying to make change for a long while now and it never sticks. The collective consciousness of this country needs to decide that enough is enough and rise up to make change. Until then, it’s up to the rest of us to do what little we can with the power we are given.”
“What power do I have?” I mutter.
“You’ve got plenty of it.” She touches her chest and then points to mine. “It lives here, in your heart. It ignites when you see injustice done. It burns hot and fast, calling for wrongs to be righted.”
I consider her words. That anger did flare up in me when they suggested I’d done the deed and when they accused my father of doing things he never would. “But, how do I even know how to use it? What the right path is?”
“You have your entire future open to you. Now is the best time to decide where the world will take you. How you’ll use that power to make your mark on the world.”
“But, I’m nobody. I don’t have passion or any idea what I’m supposed to do. Until yesterday, I was going to go to community college.”
“You’ve got a passion inside of you, Megan. I can see it, even if you can’t.” She brushes strands of hair from my face. “You aren’t alone in this decision. You’ve got people to look out for you.”
“Like Cathy and Uncle Jim.”
She smiles a big, toothy grin. “And me. You remind me a bit of myself back in the day. Believe me, I’d have loved the wealth of options you’ve got. A woman going to law school was nearly unheard of for quite a long time.”
“You think I could be a lawyer?”
“You’ve got the smarts and that passion we talked about. And you need an outlet for that righteous fire. Besides, you won’t know until you’ve tried.”
With her encouragement, I can see myself as a lawyer, standing in a courtroom defending people who’ve been wrongly accused of things. It could even give me a shot at getting the truth and justice for my mother. “I think I could do it,” I say with more confidence than I ever thought I’d be able to muster.
“It isn’t always easy and not every person is innocent. Remember that. Yes, our country presumes innocence until proven guilty but sometimes, they’ve done the terrible thing and your job is to get them treated as humanely as possible,” Sheila says just as Uncle Jim and Cathy appear at the mouth of the hallway.
My sister rushes to me, throwing herself into my arms, burying her head in my neck. I feel her tears soak into my shirt and my hair as I hold her. Uncle Jim’s face is splotchy again. That grief-driven anger is back but his expression softens when our gazes meet and I know, this time it’s not for me.
“Come on, girls. Let’s get you home.”
Sheila helps me up as Cathy peels off of my arm, still sticking close as we head out to the parking lot. “Remember, Megan, I’m here for you,” she calls as she crosses the lot to her own car.
I’m not ready to share this new dream with Cathy or Uncle Jim, yet. I want to be selfish for just a little while longer and savor the possibility that Megan Corver could make a change worth remembering in this world. And my sister needs my shoulder to cry on. So, as we drive back home, I hold her tight.





Chapter 11

I DON’T REMEMBER EATING dinner or curling up beneath the blankets beside Cathy. Uncle Jim gives me something bitter to take before bed and I wake the next morning not remembering the nightmares I know played out in my mind. Cathy sleeps beside me and I slip from under the covers, tracing the stairs down to the kitchen.
The coffee pot already sits filled with hot coffee. Uncle Jim can’t sleep either. I pour myself a cup and find him standing by the back door, cup of coffee in one hand, the other poised on the door handle.
“Uncle Jim, is everything okay?” I prompt.
He blinks and looks down at me, like he’s seeing me for the first time. “Sorry, I … I’ve just been thinking a lot about things. Old things. Memories I’d buried long ago, deep down.”
“I’m sorry. I made you think about them.” I feel the hot pinpricks of guilty tears sting my eyes.
“Never your fault, my dear girl. But I think there are some demons I’ve yet to face. And now seems as good a time as any. But I have to admit, I’m a bit scared.”
“I’ll go with you,” I offer, not knowing what he plans to do.
“That’s kind of you, Megan. Thank you. But I think we’re both going to need some fortifying if we’re going to do this. So, how about I make us a nice breakfast. Eggs, toast, bacon.”
My stomach rumbles at the mention of food. Whatever he gave me the night before also seems to have restored my appetite. “I’ll cook the eggs.”
This earns a laugh from Uncle Jim. “Yes, I suppose you should.”
We return to the kitchen and set our mugs of coffee on the counter side by side. It feels almost normal to be standing in a kitchen cooking breakfast. The sharp crack of the first egg brings a small smile to my lips. But by the third my hands shake. Tears blur my vision as Uncle Jim adds the milk and shredded cheese to the mix, passing me the whisk. The realization that this is the first of many things I’ll never do again with my mother hits me like a gut punch and I struggle to breathe. I grip the counter in the hopes of steadying myself against the onslaught of sorrow, but it’s too much for my body to fight against.
“Oh, Megan, it’s all right. Let it come,” he says, setting the utensil aside and wrapping me in a hug.
“I’m never going to make eggs with her again,” I sob.
“I know I know,” he says, his breath brushing against my cheek as he holds me tight.
We slide to the floor and I gasp for air as the sadness washes over me in punishing waves. It beats down the hope I’d felt yesterday. The idea of becoming a lawyer and fighting for justice. It crushes me beneath the weight of loss, until I can’t breathe. I’m drowning in it until Uncle Jim presses a glass of water into my hands.
“Take slow sips,” he orders, his tone gentle but firm.
He guides my hands and I press the glass to my lips, letting the liquid trickle over my parched mouth. The weight recedes like the tide going out and I can breathe again. It doesn’t feel quite so insurmountable as the kitchen comes back into view. Uncle Jim squeezes my shoulder.
“Like I said, it’s going to hit you at strange times for a long while yet. I find it’s best to let it come, run over you, and recede. That takes some of its power away.”
There was that mention of power again. “I want to go to law school and become a lawyer.”
He looks proud at my statement. Like he knew it was coming. Did they plan this? “Sheila talked to you, did she? She’s always been a persuasive one.” That look of pride pulls his lips into a broad smile and I can’t help catching its infectious nature.
My smile isn’t quite as big as his but it’s definitely there. “She said that she thinks the system is broken, too. It won’t get fixed unless someone takes it on and does something about it. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with my life. Now, I do. I need to do this.”
“Well you’ve got my full support. Whatever you need.”
“How am I supposed to tell Cathy?” I whisper, taking another drink of water.
“You’ve always been a good older sister. She’ll understand that you need to do this for you. She’s got me to look after her for now. And you won’t be going away forever. There’s summertime, and we can always come visit wherever you end up.”
“Okay. Good.”
I scramble to my feet and pick up the whisk. “Come on, these eggs won’t make themselves.”


With warm food in my belly, I’m ready to help Uncle Jim face whatever awaits him in the shed in the backyard. He spends more time than necessary washing the dishes, setting them to dry and then deciding to dry them with a towel. He’s avoiding the moment, and I can’t blame him.
“What did they ask Cathy yesterday?” I fill the silence because I fear it will drag on indefinitely.
“What she knew about your father’s habits. How his relationship was with your mother. Did they fight.”
“They think he was having an affair. They found a phone in his office at work. It had lots of texts about meeting up.”
“I’ve known your parents for a long time and your father wasn’t the type to cheat on your mother,” he scoffs.
“I know. I told them it was ridiculous.”
“But I’ve also come to understand that even good people are capable of lying and hiding secrets. And those closest to them can’t see it because we’ve got these blinders on. Blinded by love, cheesy as it sounds.”
“You don’t think he did it, do you?’
“I don’t know. I’d like to think not, but as I said, people are good at hiding secrets.”
He sets the towel down and shoves his hands in his pockets. He glances over my head in the direction of the windows facing out into the backyard. “Suppose I can’t put it off any longer, can I?”
I offer my hand for him to take. “You won’t be alone, Uncle Jim. I’m here.”
He pulls his right hand out of his pocket and gives my hand a firm squeeze. Together, we march to the back door and out onto the perfectly manicured lawn. The grass springs beneath my feet, cushioning each footstep as we make our way toward the shed sitting at the far edge of the property propped on a cement base. The closer we get, the more my stomach sloshes and I regret having that extra helping of bacon. I shouldn’t be nervous. I don’t have history with this place. It’s Uncle Jim’s baggage.
But maybe that’s how being supportive of someone else works. You take on their fear and anxiety, so they don’t have to carry it all themselves. His hand trembles as we reach the door to the shed. I see a silver padlock hanging from the door, worn and weathered by the elements and age. He hadn’t set foot in here since before I was born.
“Do you have the key?” I ask, eying him.
He gives a sad, little laugh. “I threw it away years ago. Swore to myself I wouldn’t need it because I’d never come back in here again. I wanted to lock away the pain and I did it rather effectively for almost twenty years. It was so much easier that way.”
“Did you ever think about tearing it down if it hurt so much?”
He shakes his head. “I couldn’t do that to her. It doesn’t make logical sense, I know, but I couldn’t bring myself to take it down because it was a part of her. Even though it was the worst part at the end, it was still her space where she poured out her soul onto canvas and paper. I’d be letting her go for good if I did that.”
I nod in understanding. It sounds complicated and he’s right, it doesn’t make a ton of sense, but I can see why now he wouldn’t want to destroy that piece of her. I scan the area for a heavy rock. We can just break the lock. Nothing looks like it will do the job. “Do you have something to break the lock?”
He sighs and turns back toward the house. “Wait here. I’ll go get the bolt cutters.”
I listen as his footsteps shuffle back toward the house. I stare at the shed in front of me, rooted to the spot. My curiosity wants to be sated, to peer through the grime-covered windows inside, to see what’s been left behind. But I don’t dare approach without Uncle Jim beside me. This is his past, not mine. I am just an observer as he sorts through his grief, like he’s been doing for Cathy and I. The click of the back door swinging open and shut on its hinges draws my attention. Cathy appears on the back step dressed in an oversized t-shirt and shorts.
“What are you doing out here?” she crosses the distance to join me.
“Helping Uncle Jim,” I answer vaguely. Do I have time or permission to share what he’d told me with her?
“He never lets anyone in the shed,” she prompts, pointing to the structure before us.
“I know. It’s kind of a long story. I don’t know that I’m supposed to share it with you, but basically, he had a wife and she died before either of us were born and she was an artist. This was her studio and he hasn’t been inside since she died.”
“I see you’ve given her the short version,” Uncle Jim says from the doorway behind us.
My cheeks warm with embarrassment but his expression isn’t anger. It’s relief. He trudges forward with a pair of large bolt cutters in his left hand, swinging in a long arc beside him with each step.
“You don’t talk about her,” Cathy says softly.
“Because losing her was hard. But seeing what you girls are going through, feeling the weight of grief again, made me realize I’ve still been hiding from what happened. If this is going to be a new start for you girls, then I ought to step up to that clean slate with you.” The lock falls to the ground with a metallic clink as the bolt cutters make easy work of it.
He tosses the cutters into the grass. I wrap my hands around one arm as he takes Cathy’s hand. We will do this together as a family. Until this moment I don’t believe I’ll ever have that again. But standing here beside the man who’d been around my entire life, cheering me on just as much as my parents, I knew that family had many meanings.
He doesn’t move to open the latch, so I do it for him. Like the dishes, he’s stalling again and my curiosity ramps higher with every minute that passes outside of the shed.
“We’re here with you, Uncle Jim,” I remind him as the door swings inward on old hinges.
The squeal echoes in my ears for a minute as I stare at the dimly lit space. Even with the bright spring sunlight overhead, it seems stuck in the twilight. I spy cobwebs hanging from the doorframe above us and in the windows. A cloud of dust puffs up as I step inside, groping with one hand along the wall for a light switch. My fingers finally graze something that feels like a switch and I flick it upward.
A series of small bulbs spark to life above us, illuminating the space in a soft glow. Uncle Jim’s breath catches in his throat as I let go and move into the space to examine it.
The years of neglect are evident with the thick layers of dust on much of the floor and walls. Some of the canvases display partially finished artwork. I run my fingers along what looks like a charcoal drawing, half-finished of a man’s face. The prominent features suggest it’s Uncle Jim.
Cathy ducks under Uncle Jim’s large arm span as he continues to stand in the doorway. She joins me by the coal drawing and whispers, “How did she die?”
I swat the question away and give her a disapproving glare. “All you need to know is she did,” I answer. I can’t put into words why I don’t want to share the truth with her. Given what we’ve already lost, it wouldn’t be that much more traumatic to her to tell her the truth about a woman neither of us knew dying from a drug overdose. But I liked having this bond with Uncle Jim. Something unique to us.
“She always had a good eye for capturing faces,” Uncle Jim finally croaks, as he joins us across the room.
“I think it has a charm to it. Like she caught your good side,” I say, hoping my words don’t come off as rude or insensitive.
He picks up the canvas and lightly brushes a layer of grime off the edges of the canvas. “I like that.” A small smile flickers over his lips as he sets it outside the shed.
As he steps back inside, I see him avoid the chair over in the corner in front of a large sketch pad and remember he said he’d found her with the needle in her arm. I could almost feel someone watching me from that spot and I quickly turned my back to it, not wanting to think about yet another life being snuffed out.
“What are you going to do with everything?” Cathy fills the silence, inching closer to the sketch pad.
“Megan offered to help me see what’s here and move anything worthwhile into the house.”
Cathy nods, moving to sit in the chair. I hear Uncle Jim gasp, but words fail him. I want to shoo my sister from the spot but that would require more explanation than I want to share, and if Uncle Jim isn’t explaining the details to her, he has his own reasons.
“Can I look at these?” she pauses with her hand already holding the cover of the sketch pad.
Uncle Jim coughs but nods. “Yes. Of course.”
I try to block out the sound of pages flipping as I study some of the other pieces lined up against the far wall. Some are mounted and framed. Others are in rolls. I pick up one of the rolled pieces and spread it carefully on the small table sitting pressed up against the corner. It shows an intricate mandala design in shades of blues and reds. I run my finger along the paint, tracing the symbol as it branches out almost like a fractal to the edges of the page.
“She had remarkable skill,” Uncle Jim says from behind me.
“I think you should frame this one, too,” I say, easing it back into a roll.
“You have a good eye, too. You sure you don’t want to change your mind. Take up art?” he says. It almost reminds me of the way Dad would tease me when I was little when I would come home with crazy ideas about what I wanted to be when I grew up.
That brief moment of happiness sours as my mind tells me that Dad isn’t here anymore and the past is going to be forever colored by the present.
“I’m no artist,” I finally say and move to one of the framed pieces.
It’s a portrait of a woman in every color of the rainbow. As I study it closer, I see that what I thought were brush strokes are actually words intricately scribed onto the canvas. Words like “freedom,” “identity,” “loss,” and “courage” stand out amid the colors.
“This is beautiful,” I murmur. I set the painting down for fear of dropping and ruining it.
“I remember when she painted that. It was part of her thesis for school. To do a self-portrait. She was very clever when the mood struck her.” My brain fills in the unspoken meaning for the word mood: high.
It may have come from a drug-fueled state, but it calls to me, promising me that one day, I could be filled with all of these things. That the woman whose image contains all of these emotions and thoughts could be me, too.
“You should have it,” Uncle Jim says.
“I can’t take this. It belongs to you,” I protest, even though my heart begs to hold it tight and never let it go.
“Megan, I insist. She would want you to have it. Let it be a guide and a reminder that you can achieve great things, even if you’ve faced great loss.”
“You’re sure?” I don’t want to keep avoiding hope and happiness, but it feels wrong to feel them when I’ve yet to feel anything about the loss of my family.
“Please, take it,” he repeats.
Tears fill my eyes as I hold it close. I carry it out and place it beside the few others he’s reclaimed. Inside, I catch a glimpse of Cathy still flipping through sketch pages. I don’t know what I expect to see. Images depicting a woman in need of help? Signs she was about to spiral into a darkness that would lead her to sticking a needle in her arm? Will Cathy understand the references if she found them? Will they trigger Uncle Jim’s anger again?
So many questions swirl in my mind as I step back into the space. I move with careful steps to stand behind my sister as she flips to the final page with faint pencil marks.
“Uncle Jim, what was she working on before she died?” The question leaves my mouth before the thought is fully formed.
“I’m not entirely certain. She didn’t like me coming in while she was working.” A pause that felt weighted by the realization that she was probably hiding other secrets from him fills the air between us. “But I think she’d been doing some sketching. She was thinking of moving into a different medium. Maybe trying some sculpting.”
Cathy flips back a couple pages. “She was trying to figure out how to put together this piece. It looks kind of like two hearts and a ribbon or something.”
I study the drawings as she flips back and forth between two particular pages. I can see the design coming to life as she moves between them. I can’t guess the medium she’d planned to use but I can see the meaning behind the piece. The ribbon with a tiny NA scripted at the bottom told me what she’d meant.
“I think whatever she was making, it was for you, Uncle Jim,” I turn to face him to find tears streaking his cheeks.
“Cathy, can you give us a minute?” I can see Uncle Jim needs this to move on but there’s so much about the situation, Cathy wouldn’t understand. I barely understand it.
“I’m old enough, Megan. You don’t have whisper things behind my back,” Cathy retorts.
“Catherine, please. I need a moment with your sister,” Uncle Jim replies.
Coming from him, she accepts the request to leave. Still, she lets out an audible huff as she leaves the shed, slamming the door behind her hard enough to rattle the glass panes in the windows. Uncle Jim slumps against the nearest wall. I join him and take his hand in mine.
“Had she been sober for a long time before she died?”
“Yes.” It comes out in a breathy sigh.
“I think she was trying to celebrate you and that sobriety,” I guide him to the sketch pad. His hand tenses and I can feel his forward momentum halt as he pulls free.
“Uncle Jim, look. Please,” I insist and point to the sketches on the page. “Can’t you see it?”
He wipes at his cheeks and sniffles loudly. “If she was trying to create something to celebrate us and her sobriety, it makes no sense why she would turn to something that would ruin everything the piece meant.”
“I don’t know. Maybe she wanted it to be perfect. Maybe she thought you’d know if she went back to the drugs she did before? Maybe she wanted it to be perfect.”
The laugh that rumbles from his chest is harsh, like it physically pains him. “Maybe isn’t going to bring her back. Or change the fact that drugs took her from this world.”
I don’t know how to respond to his words. As I stand at his side studying his dead wife’s sketches, I realize his words express how I feel about my mother’s death and the hole left behind in my heart and our family. The unfairness of it riles me again and I feel that burning in my chest.
“I need to tell Cathy what I’m planning to do. She needs to hear it from me.”
“Good. You should do that. Don’t forget the painting.”
I look around the room. “What are you going to do with the rest of this?”
“Burn it. It’s not the memory I want to keep in my heart of the woman I loved. I have what reminds me of the good times. That’s enough.” He pats my shoulder. “Thank you, Megan. For doing this with me.”
“You’re helping me figure out what I’m supposed to do and be now without her. I wanted to help you, too.”
The laugh that issues from his lips this time carries a note of amusement. “Sometimes I forget you’re only eighteen. So very young to be trying to fix the adults around you.”
“I’m just trying to find where I fit in all of this,” I say and leave him in the shed.
Now I have to pray my sister accepts the decision I made without her. Despite her urging me to go on with life because that’s what Mom would have wanted, I still worry she’s never going to forgive me.





Chapter 12

I EXPECT to find Cathy upstairs in the bedroom but instead, I find her in the library. She sits curled up on the couch with one of the vibrant pillows pressed to her chest. Tear stains on her cheeks signal another round of crying.
“I’m sorry we made you leave. It’s complicated and it’s not my story to tell. Maybe when he feels comfortable, he’ll share all of it with you,” I say and sit beside her, resting my head on her shoulder.
She shrugs me off and grips the pillow tighter. “I thought we told each other everything.”
“It isn’t my story to tell, Cath. It’s Uncle Jim’s, and he took a chance sharing it with me.”
Her head whips around to face me so fast I’m surprised her neck doesn’t pop with the speed. “And what makes you so special?”
I can’t meet her gaze. “I think he was trying to help me understand what I’m feeling, or not feeling, so he told me about when his wife died and how he was angry all the time and then Mom told him she was pregnant with me and he realized he’d been angry for so long.”
Her gaze narrows. “What do you meant not feeling?”
“Whenever I think about Mom dying, I’m just … numb. I don’t feel anything.”
“What is wrong with you?” Cathy shouts and it makes my ears ring.
“Nothing. Nothing is wrong with me, Cathy, because everyone processes loss and grief differently. And maybe I’m starting to feel things now. I lost it making eggs this morning because it hit me that I’d never do that with Mom again.”
“I can’t stop thinking about that stuff. All the things she’ll never get to see us do. Graduate high school, go to college. Get married,” Cathy says, her voice less intense than before.
“I know.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “I just keep seeing her how she looked when she died.”
She relinquishes the pillow and takes my hands in both of hers. “I know you’re trying to be brave, but I can handle it.”
I shake my head. “Let me be the big sister. Let me keep those nightmares away from you. If I can do something, even small, to protect you from having to see what I see at night, then I’ll do it.”
She blinks back still more tears and I pull her into a tight embrace. “I would think you wouldn’t have any tears left to cry.”
“Just when I think I’m fresh out, more show up. I’m scared. I love Uncle Jim and I know he’s going to give us a good home, but I’m scared about what’s going to happen with the police and Dad.”
“I am, too. And, that part makes me angry,” I confess. “And that’s what I want to talk to you about.”
“Did they tell you something when they asked you about Dad? Because they kept asking me questions about what he was like when he got home from work and how he and Mom were as a couple.”
“They asked me the same kind of questions. They think he was having an affair but that can’t be true. I don’t care what the phone they found says. It wasn’t an affair,” I answer.
Cathy cocks her head at me. “They didn’t say anything about an affair to me. And what phone?”
I scrub my face with my hands. “They found a second phone at his office with text messages about meeting someone. That’s why they think he was having an affair. Even if he was, he wouldn’t hurt Mom by killing her.”
“But something had to happen to make him leave like this. To tell us we’re Uncle Jim’s problem now.”
“I don’t have the answers, I’m sorry. But if the police think he did it, they may be right. Or they might be trying to pin it on him to get an easy closure.”
“You don’t really believe that,” Cathy scoffs.
I can’t help but roll my eyes. “Cathy, you’ve heard the rumors about them arresting people just to get numbers. They accused me of killing Mom. You can’t tell me that they’re really trying to find the person responsible. Not if there’s someone easier to pin it on.”
Cathy chews her lower lip. “You’re right. I guess, I just want them to solve it because if it was someone else, what if they come back.”
Hot tears burn my eyes and I smooth her hair out of her face. “No one is going to hurt you. Not while Uncle Jim and I are looking after you, okay? We’re going to keep you safe. I promise.”
“Can you at least tell me what that last sketch was supposed to be?”
I don’t expect the conversation to pivot back to the shed and the artwork. “I can’t be sure, but I interpreted it as a way to honor her and Uncle Jim’s love for each other and her commitment to certain pieces of her life she’d struggled with before.”
She nods and plays with the corner of the pillow. I need to tell her what I’d come in here to tell her. All of this other conversation is stealing my nerve.
“I actually wanted to tell you something else,” I begin.
She purses her lips together and tucks her legs up under her and faces me, propping one elbow on the back of the couch. “This sounds serious.”
I exhale a long breath. “It is. I’ve decided I am going to apply for more than community college.”
“You are?”
“I’m going to go pre-law and then when I graduate, I’m going to law school. I’ll stay around and take the intro classes at community college until I get in somewhere else and then transfer.”
“What made you want to do that?”
“Mom. I can’t shake the feeling that there won’t be justice for her somehow. I have this passion inside of me I didn’t know I had. It’s like this anger that sits in my chest and when it gets ignited, it hurts so much I can’t stand it. I need to let it out somewhere.” I touch my chest for effect. I can almost feel the anger burning there just below the surface. “Sheila and Uncle Jim think I could be a good lawyer and fight for people. I could help fix the things that are broken and make changes where they need to happen.”
I wait for Cathy’s reaction. I picture her yelling at me for abandoning her, in spite of the fact that she’d urged me just a day ago to follow Mom’s dream for me. Instead, she claps her hands and gives me a genuine smile. “That’s perfect. I can see you in a power suit in a courtroom.”
I duck my head in embarrassment. “I don’t know about that. I don’t like talking in front of people, but I want to help, and this seems like a good way to do it. Uncle Jim has already said he’ll support it. I just have to figure out where I want to go. I don’t want to be too far from you guys. And I promise I won’t start until next spring. Maybe even the following fall. I could save up money to help pay for tuition.”
“Megan, you do know that we have these things called cell phones, right? They exist so people can talk to each other from long distances no matter where they are.”
“Yes, I know that. But I’ll miss seeing your face when I talk to you. We’ve barely been apart since you were super little, and I don’t like the idea of leaving you alone. Especially with everything that’s going on right now.”
“I’m going to cry a lot more tears between now and whenever you go off to school. I know it won’t bring Mom back and it probably won’t bring Dad back to us, either. But I know that at some point, the tears will stop, and I’ll be… in whatever my new normal looks like. You’re going away to school, not vanishing off the face of the planet.”
“Okay, okay. I get it. You want me to go,” I say and nudge the shoulder she’s not resting on the couch.
“Of course, I want you to go. And like you said, you’ll be around for a while anyway while you apply and get accepted. We’ll be okay, you and me, Megs. I have to believe we will. If I don’t, then the weight of everything is going to crush me and I don’t want to live like that.”
“I wish I had your ability to see a bright future despite the gloom of what’s going on in your head right now. I have no idea if this plan is even going to work. I could be terrible at it or not even get in. But I feel like I have to try for Mom because she would want me to fight for people who can’t fight for themselves.”
“I think you’re making the right decision.” She leans in close and whispers, “So, how are you going to break the news to Dean?”





Chapter 13

TWO WEEKS LATER
I STARE at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. It’s the first time since Mom’s death I’ve put on make-up. News of her death came and went in the Westby Chronicle. Uncle Jim had helped to craft a brief obituary for her, and we’d held a private service just for family. A chance for us to say goodbye.
The police still can’t find dad. He’s officially been listed as a person of interest in Mom’s death and a warrant has been issued for his arrest. Sometimes, I wake up in the middle of the night and expect to hear him pacing around the house.
“You look really nice,” Cathy says from the doorway. She spins a roll of packing tape around one wrist.
“Thanks.”
We’re packing up the house to move our belongings to Uncle Jim’s house permanently. Neither Cathy nor I can stand to be in the house after what happened.
“You should be getting ready, too,” I add as I smooth the front of my graduation dress; the one Mom picked out for me.
Cathy smiles at me. “I’ve got time. Only the graduates have to be there early, remember? I’ve got tons of time to make myself presentable for the masses.”
“I think you mean Brady,” I snicker.
“If he’s part of the masses, then I guess so,” she answers with an exaggerated hand wave.
“You should just tell him you like him. You didn’t seem to have any problem talking to Dean on my behalf,” I remind her.
“That’s because while I was invested in your happiness, I wasn’t like terrified of talking to him.”
“Brady is a nice guy. You can do it,” I reassure her.
“So, are you going over with Dean?” she bats her eyelashes at me, and I snort.
“Yes. He’s picking me up in a little while.”
My phone skitters across the vanity with an incoming call from Dean. I scoop it up and press it to my ear. “Hey.”
“So, I’m kind of early. But I thought it would be super rude to just honk the horn. So, I’m here whenever you’re ready. No rush or anything. Just wanted to let you know I was here.”
He’s cute when he rambles. “You could have texted.”
He gives a single hiccup of nervous laughter. “Maybe I wanted to hear your voice. You’ve been basically radio silent for weeks, Megan.”
“I know.”
“And believe me, I understand why. I guess I just wanted to make sure you were doing okay.”
“Can we talk about this on the drive over?”
“Totally. See you soon.”
I hang up just as Uncle Jim’s heavy footsteps signal his ascent on the stairs. Following Cathy back to our shared bedroom, I don my graduation gown and tuck the cap under my arm. Cathy drapes my honor roll cords around my neck.
“You look really good,” she says and gives me a quick hug, the roll of tape momentarily sticking to the hem of the sleeve of the gown.
“Thanks.”
I turn to find Uncle Jim already in a suit, minus a tie, and smiling broadly. “Forgive me for saying this but I’m grateful for this moment. I hate what brought us hear, but I am grateful for this experience.”
“I’ll see you after the ceremony,” I say and give him a quick kiss on the cheek before heading down to the front door.
I see Dean’s car sitting in the driveway. I catch the slight wave of his hand as I close the front door behind me and move down the pavement toward him. My heels click against the hard surface. As I get closer, I see the wide smile plastered on his face. I catch him toss his own graduation cap in the backseat. It makes his eyes light up as I climb into the passenger seat beside him.
“Thanks for offering to drive me,” I say once I’m belted in and he backs out of the driveway.
“Sure thing. I’m glad you called. I was getting worried after you didn’t answer any of my texts.” His graduation gown hangs from a hook in the backseat.
“I just needed a little space and time to sort things out,” I answer.
“I know. That’s what my dad said, too. I’m glad you’re not shutting the world out, though.”
“I’m actually planning to go to college. Like a real college and then on to law school.”
“You’re going to be a great lawyer,” he says with a firm nod of his head.
“Thanks. I’m not sure I’ll be any good at it, but I feel like I need to find a way to help people and fight for what’s right. Even if it’s hard. It scares me to think about it all, but I also know that I’ll be honoring my mother by doing it.”
“That’s great.” He eases the car to a stop at an intersection and we watch a few of our classmates darting across as the walk signal stops. “Can I ask, have they figured anything else out about what happened to her?”
“Yes, you can ask.” After all, he was the one who got arrested with me. He defended me to the police. “They say that the evidence is inconclusive about who might have done it. They still can’t find the murder weapon and they’ve issued a warrant for my dad’s arrest because they can’t find him. But it’s being filed under cold cases unless something else happens.”
“Megan, I’m so sorry.” Someone behind us honks as the light changes but Dean doesn’t move.
The car behind us zooms by and I can see the driver flipping us off. Dean doesn’t seem to notice. He pulls into the nearest driveway and takes my hand in his. “I know it sounds cliché and stupid, but I wish there was something more I could do for you.”
“You defended me to the police. You could have faced serious trouble for what we did. That’s enough. And you were there for me when I was ready.”
He pulls back onto the road and we make our way to the school grounds. I look over a sea of purple and blue caps and gowns descending on the school entrance. I grip my cap tight in my hand. “I’m nervous.”
“Anyone who gives you crap has to deal with me, okay?”
“That’s really sweet, it is, but it’s not the kids I’m worried about. It’s the adults. I don’t want to see all their sad faces at the girl whose mother just died.” Thankfully someone at the Chronicle had decided to keep the fact Mom was murdered out of the press. For now.
“They won’t. They’re going to be proud of you for being able to show up and go through the ceremony even though she’s not there to cheer you on. And believe me, I’ll be cheering the loudest when you walk across that stage today.”
“Thank you.” I lean over and kiss him on the lips, catching both of us off guard. I’m not the kind of girl to make the first move. He doesn’t back away until I pull back. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have just sprung that on you.”
“Are you kidding? I’ve been waiting for weeks for you to do that. I mean, I wasn’t opposed to making the first move, but I figured you’d feel more comfortable doing it.”
A girly giggle escapes before I can stop it. I can’t wait to tell Megan that her wish has been fulfilled and I’ve kissed a boy before graduation. It seems the kind of thing I’d share with Mom, too, and for a minute, the weight of the fact she’s not there to tell keeps me pressed to the seat. The seat belt chokes me, and I claw at it.
“Hey, it’s okay. Look at me.” Dean pulls my focus. I look at him with his kind eyes and soft lips. “Just breathe. In and out.”
Like the 9-1-1 dispatcher told me to do. I inhale and exhale to the sound of his voice and the feeling ebbs way. “Sorry. It just hit me again. Something else I’ll never be able to share with my mom.”
“You would want to share that with her?” He blushes bright red.
“Well, yeah. I mean, she and I had that kind of relationship, I guess. We talked about everything.”
After a beat, I say, “Come on, we should get in there, so we aren’t late for the ceremony.”


I don’t pay attention to the Valedictorian speech or the address from the principal about how the Class of 2009 is going to be amazing and do wonderful things. I scan the crowd, my gaze hungry to connect with my sister or Uncle Jim. I finally spot them in the third-row center and the knot of anxiety that is sitting in my stomach unravels. They made it and they are here to support me. I try to focus on the names being called. They’re in the B’s already. I can’t miss my own name being called.
I try to look behind me to where Dean sits at the end of the back row. He gives me an encouraging smile and the boy beside me nudges me to stand up with the rest of the row. I can do this. Then Danielle Coates strides across the stage and gives a wild wave with her diploma in hand as a loud whistle goes up from the crowd.
“Megan Corver,” the vice principal announces into the microphone.
I lock eyes with my sister, and she gives me a thumbs up. I cross the short distance to accept the diploma. The vice principal clasps my free hand and leans in close.
“I am so sorry for your loss, Megan.”
I force a smile and say, “Thank you.”
If only one adult gives me their condolences today, I’ll be grateful. I pivot to follow the path back to my seat before the next student is called and I freeze. There in the crowd is my father. He’s sporting a few days’ worth of beard growth and his eyes look sunken but it’s him, standing there at the very back of the audience.
I blink, convinced I’ve imagined him but he’s still there. No one else seems to pay him any attention but I can’t stop looking at him. Will my sister pick up that I’m staring at him? Will she see him, too? Do I alert the police that he’s showed up here? Do I try and pin him down, demanding answers before he vanishes into the ether again?
I don’t get the chance to make any decision before he fades from view. Danielle tugs on my sleeve for me to sit down. I stare blankly ahead of me as the rest of the class gets called up one by one to receive their diplomas.
“Everyone, I would like to present to you the graduating class of 2009. Congratulations graduates. You’ve done it!” the principal says, and a roar goes up around me.
I don’t toss my cap in the air like everyone else. I can’t make my body move for what seems like hours. The audience claps and Danielle shoves me to my feet and forward for the recessional. I make it back to the spot where we’re meant to disperse, and I search the faces for Dean.
“Hey, you okay? You looked kind of freaked up there,” Dean’s voice resounds behind me.
I turn and throw myself at him, not caring who sees the display of affection. “He was here. My dad. I saw him. I know it was him, but he’s gone now.”
“Hey, slow down, okay? You’re absolutely sure it was him?”
“Yes. He looked different. Like he hadn’t slept or shaved in days, but it was him. “
“Then tell the police. Maybe they can find him.”
I nod and pull out my phone. I step away from him, but I can’t bring myself to call the police. I know they aren’t doing everything they can to get justice for my mother. So, I do the one thing I can. I send Dad one last text.
“I know you were here. I will find you.”
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